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Advent is a time of preparation and anticipation, and I love anticipating 
big moments. Counting down to birthdays, to big trips, and especially 
Christmas can be such a pleasure. Advent is often called “the Christmas 
season,” but those of us who know better, know that the season of 

Christmas begins on Christmas Day. Advent is unique, and you’re invited to marinate in 
this special season for the next four weeks.

In Advent, people are often a little nicer, a little smiley-er (even behind the face masks). 
And why not? For many, the willingness to be a little more kind and a little more hopeful is 
simply a byproduct of the season. It’s hard not to smile when you see sparkly lights in the 
trees and colorful cards in the mail. But for some of us, the joy of Advent goes much deeper 
than décor. The joy of Advent comes in the anticipation of a moment, an event, a miracle 
that changed the world forever.

We know Jesus is the one who is coming, Jesus is the one who has come, and Jesus is the 
one who will come again. This is the season when we remember that Jesus came into the 
world to show us, tangibly, how much God loves us. And when we truly know we are loved; 
we can begin to reflect that love to ourselves and to others.

I pray this Advent season, and this Advent meditation book specifically, is a gift to you that 
will bear much fruit in the future. You are loved, and with that love comes great hope.

 

With joy,

The Rev. Dr. Christopher D. Girata
Rector



When I was a young girl living in San Antonio you could sit out in the evening and see the sky ablaze with 
stars. At the time we lived on the north edge of the city with nothing but fields between us and the airport and 
not much more than that between us and downtown. If you are familiar with the city you know that the edge 
now almost reaches to the outskirts of Austin!

My mom (her name was Maedelle) and I spent hours outside during long summer evenings. Our conversations 
would cover many topics, but they always seemed to drift back to the sky above and the stars. Who could find 
the Big Dipper first? The Little Dipper? Where are the Cat’s Eyes? In heaven will the stars be above us twinkling 
bright or below us where you can dance from one to the other? On a particular evening we watched intently 
– we might see Sputnik as it raced around the earth! And we did (or we think we did). A small light moving 
silently along. Wow – amazing!

What took me on this journey of remembrance?

Psalm 147……”He determines the number of the stars; he gives to all of them their names”.

The stars have always guided us whether we are traveling on land, in the air or on a ship at sea. They help us 
get to where we are going. To stay on a path so that we do not become lost. To stay following the light and away 
from darkness. The shepherds and the Magi follow a star. A star that shines forth with love and light.

A favorite poem of mine is “The Creation”, by James Weldon Johnson. In the poem God has decided to  
make a world.

“And the light that was left from making the sun
God gathered it up in a shining ball
And flung it against the darkness,
Spangling the night with the moon and stars.”

I love the picture that these words paint for me. It has a playfulness that brings me back to those long summer 
nights with my mom sitting outside gazing up to the heavens and the stars. Orion, Seven Sisters, Vega – all 
names of stars that came from man. I wonder if the writer of Psalm 147 knew any of the names of the stars 
that the Lord gave them? I wonder if there is one named Maedelle?

In one of the stars I shall be living
In one of them I shall be laughing
And so it will be as if all the stars were laughing
When you look at the sky at night…and there is sweetness in the laughter of all the stars…
And in the memories of those you love

NOVEMBER 29
Isaiah 1:1-9  |  Psalms 111-113, 146, 147  |  2 Peter 3:1-10  |  Matthew 25:1-13

*Passages in bold have been selected by the author as the subject of that day’s meditation.

1ST SUNDAY IN ADVENT 
TERRY DEMLER

Project Moses



How often do we find ourselves insisting that we are right, proving that our opinions are superior, or speaking 
aggressively so that our thoughts prevail?  How often do we resist and resent when our views and beliefs 
are challenged?  And how often do these attacks on our perspectives result in our bitterness or anger toward 
others?  I might suggest that it is a fight or flight instinct that is innate in our very being.  We do not want 
to be wrong; we want to be right.  We do not want to lose. We want to win, even if at the expense of others.  
For me, there seems to be a direct correlation between the frequency of this behavior and my faith at any 
given moment.

We appoint ourselves to be the authority over some matter or another, often unjustly.  Our sense of self-
righteousness in these instances tends to be a vindication of sorts for our own shortcomings and insecurities.  
We can find ourselves using this authority to question another’s faithful actions only darkening our view of 
one another.  It is a defiance that supersedes our sense of right and wrong. 

In our daily lives, we know that our peace depends on our not asserting our authority or pronouncing ourselves 
the expert.  We do not need to prove others to be inferior to ourselves.  Our humility defines us.  It is, after 
all, our faith, in and of itself, that becomes our authoritative voice heard not in our words, but through our 
actions.  It presents itself in how we serve others.  It is our faith that is such a great gift, and we are empowered 
by God to apply it by becoming, as Paul says, “imitators of the Lord”.  We are furthermore expected to apply it 
in becoming, as so many of us have heard before, “Little Christs” in the world.  Our faith is far more powerful 
than any words we may use toward one another.  And it comes at what cost?  It comes at the cost of our of 
demonstration of love for one another and through forgiveness; both God’s forgiveness of us and ours for 
each other.  In the end, our own vindication is rooted through our faith.  This vindication is our reward for 
being willing, obedient, and humble.

As we patiently await His coming, let us allow our faith to be our authority and thus be vindicated through our 
love and forgiveness.

NOVEMBER 30
Isaiah 1:10-20  |  Psalms 1-4, 7  |  1 Thessalonians 1:1-10  |  Luke 20:1-8

TODD HOWARD
Heart of Giving Chair



We know that Jesus frequently went to the temple courts to teach and provide his good news. During 
these sessions, Jesus sometimes offered parables to educate his followers on moral values and the glory of  
God’s kingdom.

One such parable was the parable of the tenants. Jesus told his followers about the landowner who planted 
his vineyard and then rented the property to some tenant farmers to oversee.  When the vineyard was ready 
for harvest, the landowner sent one of his servants to the vineyard to visit the tenants and request some of the 
fruit from the vineyard. The tenant farmers rejected the servant, beat him, and sent him away empty handed. 
The landowner followed up by sending both a second and third servant to the tenants, and both times the 
servants were rejected, beaten, and turned away.  In frustration, the landowner decided to send his son, 
who he loved very much, and thought that the tenants would respect the son and present some fruit for the 
landowner.  However, the tenant farmers treated the son with contempt and elected to slay the son.  In turn, it 
was the judgment of the landowner that the tenants be killed and the vineyard turned over to others. At this 
point, Jesus turned to his followers and said: “The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. 
Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces; anyone on whom it falls will be crushed.”

How should we interpret this parable? Clearly, Jesus’ closing reference to the cornerstone means that there 
was a rejection of the cornerstone which was the foundation or key building block.  Going further, the followers 
who heard this parable were able to understand its implications: the landowner represented God, the vineyard 
was Israel, the tenants were the religious leaders, the servants were the priests, the others were the Gentiles, 
and the son was the Messiah.  Even though the killing of the son and tenant farmers was shocking to Jesus’ 
followers, the implication that God would give away Israel’s vineyard to the Gentiles was also alarming.

So, what is important about Jesus’ teachings in the use of parables? Jesus used parables to teach moral 
principles to his followers.  In most cases, the parables are easy to understand and are a clear way for Jesus to 
reveal the mysteries of God’s kingdom. Sometimes, the parables may seem to be a bit obscure and difficult to 
follow.  Nevertheless, we should view the parables as an illustration of Jesus’ teachings and the way in which 
he chose to communicate with his many followers.

Prayer – Heavenly Father, we are thankful for scripture which brings to us the details of Jesus’ teaching in 
parables, further revealing the glory and majesty of your Heavenly Kingdom. Amen.

DECEMBER 1
Isaiah 1:21-31  |  Psalms 5, 6, 10, 11  |  1 Thessalonians 2:1-12  |  Luke 20:9-18

JOHN ELLERMAN
Men of Saint Michael



DECEMBER 2
“Teacher we know that you are right in what you say and teach, and you show deference to no one, but teach 
the way of God in accordance with truth. Is it lawful for us to pay taxes to the emperor or not?” But he [Jesus] 
perceived their craftiness and said to them, “Show me a denarius. Whose head and whose title does it bear?” 
They said,” The emperor’s.” He said, “Then give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God 
the things that are God’s.”

Can you imagine the crowd’s response? One person asserts that the people must pay both the Roman taxes 
and the Temple tax, and Pontius Pilate must never again raid the Temple tax to build an aqueduct. Another 
man, claiming to be a true Israelite, demands that no taxes should go to an oppressive Roman regime and 
its corrupt collaborators. The head on the coin is a mere man and a human being is an image of God, so 
everything belongs to God. Therefore, a faithful Israelite would support those Zealots who will follow the 
example of the Maccabees. People must rise up against the Romans and establish a theocracy. This holy 
regime will rule with might and honor. In short, this holy nation will fight Romans oppression with the same 
means that the empire uses. We know now that this strategy led to catastrophe and the destruction of the 
Temple and Jerusalem by 70 CE.

So, what was Jesus’s way? There are clues in the text and the behavior and teachings of Jesus. His crafty 
opponents ironically were right: Jesus showed deference to no man. Jesus, however, showed respect for 
many – even people who did not count. Empires rule by controlling – by taking and giving – bestowing and 
withholding prestige, property, and power. As long as these are paramount, any state rules by “the system.” 
Jesus steps outside “the system” and into the Reign of God where prestige, property, and power are turned 
upside down. Prestige adheres to servanthood; God’s service becomes perfect freedom. Property becomes 
the ability to share resources so that more than 5,000 are fed in the wilderness. Power shifts from force over 
others to power with and for others. This power heals, forgives, liberates, and empowers. This kind of power is 
not that of Roman Empire or violent theocracy. This power changes the paradigm of power. The cross no longer 
is a sign of Roman threat and punishment. Instead, the cross reveals a trusting love that follows a pattern of 
death to “the system” and leads to new life in the Beloved Community or Reign of God.

 *  *  *  *

Gracious God, who sent your Son to free us from bondage to our own prestige, property, and power, increase 
our trust in you so that we may use our power and resources rightly and continually journey toward the 
abundance of life and joy in the Beloved Community to which you invite us.  

Amen.

Isaiah 2:1-11  |  Psalms 12-14, 119:1-24  |  1 Thessalonians 2:13-20  |  Luke 20:19-26

ELIZABETH LANG
Education for Ministry



CYNTHIA SAMPLE
Writing WorkshopDECEMBER 3

Uncertain
Wildfires from the west,
Hurricanes from the east.
The invisible imprisons.
Dollars dribble from bank accounts
Our worlds shrink to a small uncertain space.
OMG OMG OMG  What is real now?
We stamp our feet;
           demand solution
           require our God to answer for Himself:
           Prove Prove Prove
           that we base our very lives upon is still true.
Isaiah that ethereal prophet asserts:
           “The Lord Almighty … has a day in store for the proud!”
           Isaiah proceeds to use the word ‘dread’ a lot.
It may feel quite certain for Isaiah,
           but then maybe he just ate some bad fish.
King David, in a flush of success
           keeps repeating that God is his rock, or some version thereof,
           but falls into a terrifying description of his imprisoning trials.
                          They’re certain enough for David.
                          David called out in desperation and disaster erupted
                                   for everyone else.
                          He (proudly?) defends his righteousness, and
                          Disintegrates into certain vengeance.
                          Surely he was uncertain about some of that?
                          And how did things turn out after those events?
Saduccees wanted certainty too
They clamored for their own version of it.
With some ridiculous projection of future heavens
Jesus, the Divine One, reminded them of who the resurrected truly are: God’s children.
Jesus, the Human One, with His clever trick, makes them to wait and see if cell bars disintegrate.
                                       Certain of the Present
                                       Certain of True Self
                                       Certain of the illusion of Uncertainty.

Isaiah 2:12-21  |  Psalm 18  |  1 Thessalonians 3:1-13  |  Luke 20:27-40



DECEMBER 4
It is a sincere yet profound question. Where are we to find our security? For the last several months our world has been 
filled with rampant disease and death, economic loss, real or imagined fears of scarcity, stress, strife, isolation and loss of 
hope. As a result we seek a return to normalcy, some reminder of where we should place our trust. In the passage from 
Luke and the verses of Psalm 16 we see the answer to our question.

In the lengthy twentieth chapter of The Gospel according to Luke, Jesus is teaching in the Temple in Jerusalem and 
facing a series of challenges to his authority. The chief priests, scribes and elders pose controversial questions intended 
to entrap and discredit Jesus. By the end of the chapter “they no longer dared to ask him any question.” (v. 40) Then in 
the hearing of all present Jesus tells his disciples to beware of becoming like these religious authorities who are driven 
by ambition, greed and hypocrisy for appearances sake. Chapter twenty- one begins with a short tale of contrasting 
behavior. Dutch priest and poet Joseph Donders put it this way:

 There is again that widow with her two five-cent pieces carefully knotted in her handkerchief.
 She stepped in front of the box unknotting her coins;

the others were getting impatient already,
and she dropped in her two coins and was pushed on immediately.
 Jesus stood up, his disciples too, and he said to their astonishment:
“She gave all she had, everything; she gave more than anyone else.”

 When he took the bread that last evening of his life,
when he took the cup and said, “This is my body; this is my blood,”

He must have been thinking of…that widow…in the Temple.

 Psalm 16 reinforces the truth that all we are and all that we have comes from God and belongs to God who holds us 
always and forever in the arms of love.

“O Lord, you are my portion and my cup;
it is you who uphold my lot.

 My boundaries enclose a pleasant land;
indeed, I have a goodly heritage.

 I will bless the Lord who gives me counsel;
my heart teaches me, night after night.
 I have set the Lord always before me;

because he is at my right hand I shall not fall.
 My heart, therefore, is glad, and my spirit rejoices;

my body also shall rest in hope.
 For you will not abandon me to the grave,

nor let your holy one see the Pit.
 You will show me the path of life;

in your presence there is fullness of joy,
and in your right hand are pleasures for evermore.”

Isaiah 3:8-15  |  Psalm 16, 17, 22  |  1 Thessalonians 4:1-12  |  Luke 20:41-21:4

KAREN WILEY
Imaging the Word Bible Study



DECEMBER 5
The Abbey of Gethsemani is nestled in the rolling, green hills of Kentucky. A statue of the Blessed Virgin holding baby 
Jesus keeps watch from one hill; a huge stone cross on another proclaims to whom this valley belongs. A winged, child-
like angel hovers over the entrance path. Peace envelops - beckoning us to enter.

The brothers of this Catholic Cistercian Order have kept their commitment to communal work and prayer for 162 years. 
Following the Rule of St. Benedict, brothers convene in the church for the seven liturgical hours, Opus Dei - Work of 
God. All labor is accomplished silently so that prayer life can be continuous and the heart opened. With their spiritual 
discipline balancing work and prayer, monks are answering what the Psalmist asks: “What shall I return the Lord for all 
his bounty to me?”   

We retreatants come to this holy place, removed from the noise and distractions of society’s voices. Seeking God in silent 
retreat, we believe that here we will experience the Holy Spirit’s guidance for our lives with sharpened clarity. In this holy, 
spirit-filled place, prayer life creates a waiting--a rhythm--a centeredness to the day and night. Three bells toll the call to 
prayer.  Whatever we are doing, waking or slumbering, or whatever the mind’s distractions, the bells summon and recall 
us to prayer. The bells are a reminder to keep our Baptismal commitment and engage in intentional action: opening our 
hearts to God’s grace and truth, embracing the fullness of God’s peace and glory, witnessing to God’s hope, and loving 
others in the power of the Spirit. The work of prayer and the hope of transformation overcome spiritual struggle and 
deliver us into a time of serenity and restoration. When the bells toll, we become a community in a shared, continuing 
Christian commitment.

During this season of Advent that is nestled in the world of secular uncertainties, public health crisis, political rhetoric, and 
Christmas preparations, we query life looking for the “bells” that call us to wait patiently and expectantly for God to reveal 
plans for our lives and paths for fuller participation, transformation, and hope for the incarnation of our Lord. It matters 
that you and I have a responsibility--a priority--to call ourselves to the work of a fruitful prayer life and commitment to 
Advent’s reflection and waiting. We are preparing our hearts, reordering our lives, birthing new possibilities, experiencing 
hopeful expectation, and focusing on the promise fulfilled in Christ. 

It helps when we have “bells” to remind us that spiritual attentiveness must be intentional and faithful. We need to make 
summoning bells as habitual and comfortable as the periods we set aside to connect with others, read the daily news, 
check phone messages, or have a cup of tea.   We need, individually and in community, to attain a place of joy, where we 
can answer reverently the psalmist question. 

Saint Michael and All Angels provides a sacred community and a clarion of bells calling us to prayer and discipleship work 
in this parish family, the Dallas community, and the world. The “bells” beckon us to: worship services, virtual gatherings, 
private and communal prayer, Bible studies, community outreach opportunities, musical events, Communion services, 
youth activities, and pastoral and physical life-sustenance. These “bells” arrive frequently on our phones and computers 
summoning us with chimes and buzzes to awaken, read, listen, wait, prepare, and act with hope. The bells remind us 
we are not alone; others are accompanying us, leading us, or following us. We, the deliverers with God, are to polish the 
unfinished and prepare the way for the possible. We, like the Psalmist, are to engage in returning the bounty.  

Listen for the “bells”, the old time-honored bells and the new emerging bells, gathering us to journey to the manger, 
experiencing the Holy Spirit reveal the grand Advent story as we await the arrival of the Christ Child.

Isaiah 4:2-6  |  Psalms 21, 110, 116, 117  |  1 Thessalonians 4:13-18  |  Luke 21:5-19

MARILYN ARENSBERG
Acolyte



DECEMBER 6
And so we wait…filled with anticipation…filled with anxiety…filled with hope… in need of a new beginning…

I often look to the Psalms to find my words, to find an ally, to find a way to express my deepest feelings, my  
deepest longings.  

This Advent, for me, is especially challenging. “The Waiting” has been going on for so long! I don’t know about you, 
but I’ve been waiting since March.  Perhaps a 20th Century “Psalmist” named Petty put it best when he observed, “the 
waiting is the hardest part.” I need a miracle, and I need it now! I am tired of waiting!

But, I must never forget that the Miracle of Creation is always unfolding, all around me, and that God is present 
everywhere and in everything, and that all is ultimately safe in His keeping. In deep need of basking in that knowledge, 
I turn to Psalm 148.

I invite you to join me- to sit still for a few minutes- as we consume and are consumed by this (Psalm of Praise) - not 
asking for anything, not waiting for anything, but joining all creation for a moment simply filled with praise for our 
Creator. You may wish to set a timer for this meditation- perhaps 5-10 minutes.

Find a comfortable seated position, with your back straight and feet flat on the floor.

Let’s first read the words of Psalm 148. As you read, let your imagination soar. See all of  “Heaven and Nature” as they/
we praise the Lord.

Read Psalm 148  * * * * * *

Praise the Lord!

As you sit with closed eyes, you may enjoy playing this Youtube link: Laudate dominum de caelis (Psalm 148) - 
Medieval chant  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TH9Xu_lJFBY

Now, I invite you to close your eyes, and take three slow deep breaths. After your third deep breath, let your breath settle 
into its normal rhythm for this moment, and with closed eyes, imagine all God’s Creation surrounding you, joyously 
praising the Creator alongside you. With each inhale, repeat the words, “I will”, silently. With each exhale, repeat the 
words, “praise Him”, silently.

Let this time fill you with praise for your Creator, surrounded by the miracle and beauty of God’s Creation, reassuring you 
that all will be well, feeling God’s presence, filling you with everything that you need.  Right now.

Isaiah 5:1-7  |  Psalms 114-115, 148-150  |  2 Peter 3:11-18  |  Luke 7:28-35

JOLIE DERR
Unending Conversation Group

2ND SUNDAY IN ADVENT 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TH9Xu_lJFBY


DECEMBER 7
December 7, 1941—Pearl Harbor was attacked. My parents were married the night before in Roanoke, Virginia 
and on that Sunday, were on a train on their way to Memphis, Tennessee where my father’s family lived. 
Imagine what it was like to hear that news. Anyone alive at that time could remember exactly where they were. 
And fear and worry followed.

To you, O LORD, I lift up my soul; in you I trust, O my God. (Psalm 25:1)

September 11, 2001—When the news came over the tv or radio that morning about the plane attacks in New 
York, Washington, DC and Pennsylvania, Everyone alive on that day remembers exactly where he or she was. 
America had never been attacked to this degree on our soil before. And fear and worry followed.

Show me your ways, O LORD, teach me your paths; guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my 
Savior, and my hope is in you all day long. (Psalm 25:4)

March 2020—The pandemic had struck our shores and our country was closed down due to this frightful 
Covid19 virus. We had no idea what was coming. Would the virus touch us, our family or friends? Would we 
have enough food, gasoline, even toilet paper? Where could we get masks? What was going to happen to the 
jobs and businesses with these closures? And fear and worry have followed.

According to your love, remember me, for you are good, O LORD. . . .May integrity and uprightness protect me 
because my hope is in you. (Psalm 25:21)

November 3, 2020, Election Day—I’m writing this the week before the elections and there seems to be so 
much anxiety, worry, anger, partisanship, struggles, disagreements, even hatred. And fear and worry continue.

Last Sunday, Chris referred to a quote in Presiding Bishop Curry’s book Love Is the Way. “Human beings are 
the fragile, beautiful, heartbreaking conduits of love, not the source.”

So then, let us not be like others who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. Encourage one another 
and build each other up. . . .My eyes are ever on the LORD, for only he will release my feet from the snare. (1 
Thessalonians 5:6)

Isaiah 5:8-12, 18-23  |  Psalms 9, 15, 25  |  1 Thessalonians 5:1-11  |  Luke 21:20-28

PEGGY CARR
Brown Bag Bible Study



DECEMBER 8
When Paul wrote his first letter to the Thessalonians, his audience was in a period of transition. It had only 
been a short time since they had been introduced to a new way of thinking about God, and they had concerns 
about practical and security matters deeply affecting their lives. They were looking for clarity, and needed 
strengthening to undertake the work necessary to live into their uncertain new reality.

We don’t have to stretch our imagination to approximate some of the Thessalonians’ challenges and anxieties. 
These past months have disrupted our lives, undermined our sense of security, and created an atmosphere of 
uncertainty previously unknown to many of us. We’d like faster resolutions to new problems, and a way back, 
or a better way forward. We are in transition, without much perspective or vision. If this time has offered us an 
opportunity to develop a different way of thinking, we aren’t yet clear about what that might mean or how to 
adapt to new expectations in the most productive way.

Paul encouraged anxious Thessalonians to find their footing by focusing on what they believed, and strengthen 
their resolve through actions and affirmations that would support their journey to a new faith life. His words 
could have been written for us as well:

Now we ask you, brothers and sisters, to acknowledge those who work hard among you, who care for you in 
the Lord and who admonish you. Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. Live in peace 
with each other. And we urge you, brothers and sisters, warn those who are idle and disruptive, encourage the 
disheartened, help the weak, be patient with everyone.Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but 
always strive to do what is good for each other and for everyone else. Rejoice always, pray continually, give 
thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. (1 Thessalonians 5:12-18)

Isaiah 5:13-17, 24-25  |  Psalms 26, 28, 36, 39  |  1 Thessalonians 5:12-28  |  Luke 21:29-38

SALLY HARTWIG
Adult Ministry



DECEMBER 9
What a nightmare to be caught in the act, and then forcibly, one would assume, removed from the arms of 
a lover, and also dragged, one would assume, since who would go willingly through the streets half naked 
clutching a robe closed to be forced to one’s knees in the dirt and encircled by rottweilers. What a terror. But 
Sweet Jesus is there and saves the unnamed woman from being torn to bits.

A group of men stand around talking to Jesus. The men I imagine must have geared up earlier for a 
confrontation, synchronized their calendars and their watches, surveiled both the insurrectionist and the 
----- (a common derisive term in ancient days), and devised a moment where the two would meet as if by 
coincidence. Their timing is impeccable. With the ----- before them, they ask Jesus a loaded question. They 
think they have him hooked. They think they can reel him in. In response, Jesus, the son of a carpenter, born 
in a manger, an illiterate peasant, writes in the dirt with his finger. He says a few merciful words and the 
rottweilers depart.

Whether the Woman caught/taken in the very act of committing adultery is a true story or fiction, it captures 
my attention. There is sin and judgment, oppression and freedom. We have an innate ability (don’t we?) to 
know what is the decent or the right way to treat a person or animals. We know without being told (don’t we?) 
not to dehumanize others, not to engender indifference or kidnap or terrorize one another. Maybe we have 
forgotten our innate abilities. If we have, then people who remember that the future is not immutable, those 
who remember the freedom of hope, should teach it and preach it and walk it and talk it as often as possible, 
get the word out.

Have you ever noticed how often in the Good News there is only a woman or children or peasants or a rebel 
on the brink of life or death when Sweet Jesus comes in with his commensality, frees them and leaves? He 
doesn’t set up shop. He doesn’t ask a fee. He’s on the move. He frees, and leaves, and goes looking for the next 
broken heart. People take sudden citizenship in his nebulous kingdom. Have you ever noticed how often the 
Kingdom of God enrolls the oppressed, how the Kingdom of God is full of nuisances and nobodies?*

Whether a savior comes or never comes in my lifetime, I, a nobody, the stories say, have inherited a seat at the 
table in the kingdom of mercy and grace.

Once we’ve been forgiven or healed or saved or graced, we are called to move on to plant more seeds of 
healing and saving and grace, which will sprout, and soon, in time, we will grow to become like vines that 
dance in the sunlight, like bushes that can’t be contained in a neat hedgerow, like a factual and fictional 
forest grown to the ends of the earth. Everywhere within this mystical kingdom are hidden Christs, dressed as 
peasants, as poor uncelebrated ------. We are un-documented, un-famous, un-tethered, homeless. We move 
from place to place, swirling our fingers in the dirt, drawing troughs for seedlings.

Isaiah 6:1-13  |  Psalms 38, 119:25-48  |  2 Thessalonians 1:1-12  |  John 7:53-8:11

CELISE STEPHENSON
Parish Secretary

*A Kingdom of Nuisances and Nobodies is a title chapter in John Dominic Crosson’s book Jesus: A Revolutionary 
Biography, 1994.



In our verses to read today, the Lord tells Isaiah to be careful, keep calm and do not be afraid. And “if you do 
not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand firm at all.” This is a dire warning that made me question myself 
and my reasons for failing to not stand firm in my faith. Am I embarrassed? Am I afraid of what others might 
think? God does not abandon me, and He is my place of safety when trouble comes. The same Holy Spirit that 
is in Paul of Tarsus and King David is the same Holy Spirit that is within me.

People have different ways of expressing what they believe. Some people are so eloquent in expressing their 
belief that the listener wants what they have, others speak with a “take it or leave” attitude, and others are 
always looking to serve others. Recently a friend of mine on an early morning walk found a debit card with my 
same last name on it. She called and asked if I knew the person. It was my granddaughter who was delighted 
not to have to cancel it.

In Psalm 37 we are told not to worry, to trust, commit, and delight ourselves in the Lord. This is difficult during 
a pandemic with increasing numbers, loss of jobs, and racial injustice. We long to return to normal with no 
masks, no social distancing, and no virtual schooling. But we belong to a sovereign God who does not forget 
us. He makes the good things and bad things work for his good.

So in this time of Advent we are celebrating Christ’s birth, may we put our faith to work with a faith that 
produces loving and generous actions toward our families, friends, and those we do not know. I ask myself - 
do I put margins of time in my day to stop, listen, and encourage others? Do I slow down to worship so God 
can communicate with me through his Word? God’s presence in our lives is our most valuable possession.

DECEMBER 10
Isaiah 7:1-9  |  Psalm 37  |  2 Thessalonians 2:1-12  |  Luke 22:1-13

MARDIE SCHOELLKOPF
Bible Study Fellowship



I chose to study the scripture in Isaiah for today, because it includes “the Immanuel Prophecy,” one of the most 
beautiful prophecies in the Bible. I had heard the prophecy, foretelling the birth of Jesus, but to understand 
the context I needed to know what was going on with God’s people at the time.

Of course, there’s a back-story. The Lord sent the prophet Isaiah out to meet Ahaz, who had just begun his reign 
as king of Judah. In a geopolitical situation that’s too complex for me to fully understand, Ahaz had chosen to 
put his hope in human power (Assyria), rather than in the Lord. Isaiah called for Ahaz and all Jerusalem to put 
their faith in the Lord. Then the Lord invited Ahaz to request a sign to strengthen his faith, but Ahaz refused. 
Isaiah, seemingly frustrated, accuses the royal house of “wearying” God, but he offers them a sign from the 
Lord himself:

Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall 
call his name Immanuel. Isaiah 7:14 ESV

So God chose the prophet Isaiah to make this famous announcement around the year 735 BCE.  God knew, 
even then, that his people needed a savior. It came true over seven hundred years later, with the birth of Jesus, 
and it still speaks to us today, another 2,000 years later!

In the New Testament, Matthew explains the meaning of the name Immanuel, “which means, God with us” 
(Matthew 1:23). That just blows me away! God loved us so much that he wanted to be “with us;” like REALLY 
with us, in our skin, going through the birth canal, growing up in a family, getting hot and dusty, hungry and 
thirsty, preaching and teaching, working miracles, spurning Jewish traditions, and ultimately dying on the 
cross for our sins. Wow! What an awesome God!

So, what does Advent mean to me? Advent, derived from a Latin word, means “coming,” but to me Advent 
means waiting. I’m waiting with great anticipation, to celebrate perhaps the greatest event in all of history. It 
means steering my mind away from the hustle and bustle of the Christmas season, to spend quiet time every 
day in preparation for God to come into the world to be with us. To think that the God who created the universe 
still has a desire to “be with us” is amazingly wonderful, marvelous, magnificent, and miraculous!

God, you amaze me with your steadfast love for the human race, sinful and broken as it is. I stand in wonder 
as I imagine the birth of a baby to Mary and Joseph in a lowly and humble setting so long ago. I rejoice at the 
good news - the light of the world, the Messiah, Jesus is coming!

DECEMBER 11
Isaiah 7:10-25  |  Psalms 31, 25  |  2 Thessalonians 2:13-3:5  |  Luke 22:14-30

MELANIE MCGILL
Honduras Threads



DECEMBER 12
Our world at this time is  in turmoil of pandemic, political differences, intolerance and inequalities. We are 
missing our friends and families and are working to celebrate God in our lives. I confess that I am so tired of 
all the goings on that I almost didn’t start with these sentences but I guess that it is better to address our lives 
at this moment in history.

These readings speak eloquently about being led away from what is the right thing to do. Have you ever 
listened to someone who was leading you astray? Have you ever made major mistakes or even small ones in 
your life? Have you ever been too afraid to stand up for what was honorable and just? In Luke’s gospel we find 
Jesus confronting Simon Peter about standing up for his faith and his companion, Jesus, as he is about to be 
condemned to die on the cross. “I tell you, Peter, by the time the cock crows today you will have denied three 
times that you know me.”  Jesus knows that his friend and disciple will be too afraid to stand up for his faith.  
Jesus forgives those who crucify and betray him. 

The other readings for today speak about following those who “followed the net that others have spread for 
them.” “They speak for those who have served useless idols and ignored the path less taken in righteousness. 
Yet, God listens and hears cries for help and guards those who need God’s help and forgiveness. My parents 
who were  models of God’s love for myself and my brother always shone with graciousness. Whenever we 
would get into trouble – such as sneaking out the motorbikes when we were home alone and going to the 
lake near our house.  My brother jumped into the lake and the keys fell out of his pocket.There we were stuck 
without any way to get home. Oh my word!!! My mother took her consistent stand, “if you tell the truth, you 
won’t get into trouble or at least as much trouble.” She forgave us and told my dad. As I remember those 
days so long ago as the embodiment of God’s grace in the world as she and my father treated us as precious 
children of God.

2 Thessalonians speaks with the same call to compassion and respect. “My brothers, never slacken in doing 
what is right. “Treat those who do not follow the same path you choose, not as enemies but as brothers and 
sisters. “May the Lord of peace himself give you peace at all times and in every way. The Lord is with you all.”

What a world we would have if we treated those who disagree with us with respect and love.  What if every 
person regardless of race, social standing, political ideology, nationality or religion was treated as a brother or 
sister in Christ? This would bring about Heaven on Earth and love and grace for all. That is my prayer for this 
Christmas season.

Isaiah 8:1-15  |  Psalms 30, 32, 42, 43  |  2 Thessalonians 3:6-18  |  Luke 22:31-38

NANCY SOMODEVILLA
Lectio Divina



DECEMBER 13
“For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his 
name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.”  
Isaiah 9:6-7:

The wonderful notes of Handel’s Messiah echo in my conscious as I read the words from Isaiah.  The music and 
the words are inextricably intertwined in my mind. One evokes the other.

The words and the music can evoke great optimism and an overwhelming sense of beauty.  God is great. 

But the writing of Isaiah -- and the notes of Handel -- are carefully chosen, and with the great hope and beauty, 
there is a deeper and richer message: God is great, but God’s will, not our own, will prevail. Following God 
can lead us to a euphoric peace, with timpani and cymbals celebrating, fortisimo. And yet, the salutation - 
Wonderful! Counsellor! - crisply delivered, carries an essence of humility on our part, a recognition that we 
are not in control. God is a counselor, a mighty force, a father who loves us - who loves us at our best and at our 
worst.  Neither Isaiah nor Handel suggest that God is an unlimited provider, that God will make all troubles 
disappear.

Isaiah wrote in a time of optimism, and yet at a time that the nation of Israel was being destroyed and the 
Israelites subjected to a diaspora. God is great, but following God can be hard.

And the message did not change when Jesus arrived. John the Baptist provides a powerful witness to his 
disciples about the role of those who would follow Christ: “The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend 
who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom’s voice. 
That joy is mine, and it is now complete. He must become greater; I must become less.” John 3:29-30.

Today, we find the same truths. God is with us. I see his work every day. And yet, a worldwide pandemic is 
threatening our daily habits, hurricanes ravage our coastlines, wildfires destroy our forests, even the fortress 
of North Dallas was decimated last fall by a tornado.

For to us, a child is born; for to us, a son is given. In the fanfare of the classic music, and in the fanfare of 
the modern day Christmas activity, as I celebrate the New Testament message, I forget this is Old Testament 
reading, indeed, a very old testament -- 700 B.C. John the Baptist taught 2000 years ago.  And Handel 
premiered his piece in 1742. And yet, today, the message rings as loudly and as gloriously as ever.

Before Handel, before John the Baptist, before Isaiah, in Exodus 33:14, God promised Moses, “My presence 
will go with you, and I will give you rest.” God gave us a son, his son. For that, we can be exuberant. And for that, 
we must become less; we must embrace his will. May God bless us all this Advent season.

Isaiah 13:6-13  |  Psalms 63, 98, 103  |  Hebrews 12:18-29  |  John 3:22-30

ARNOLD SPENCER
Mission & Outreach Committee

3RD SUNDAY IN ADVENT 



DECEMBER 14
“Pray that you may not come into the time of trial.” Luke 22:40, 46

From a narrative perspective, it’s strange to hear the story of Jesus’ betrayal and arrest in the middle of Advent. 
But from a pastoral and theological perspective, this is just what we need.

Throughout the gospel stories, Jesus is steeped in prayer. Every time we turn around, Jesus is retiring to a 
lonely place, soaking up the love of his heavenly Father. It’s quite clear that his words of truth and deeds of 
power would not be possible without these regular clarity breaks.

Jesus tries to impress upon his disciples the importance of taking time away and being refreshed by the 
sacred stream that never runs dry. In today’s lesson, as the chilling events of Holy Week are about to unfold, 
he tells them twice to pray saying, “Get up and pray that you may not come into the time of trial.”

What does Jesus mean by the “time of trial?” I don’t think he means suffering per se; suffering is inevitable 
for those who take on the mantle of Christ. I think in this context, Jesus means “temptation.” Remember the 
Lord’s Prayer? “Save us from the time of trial and deliver us from evil.” The greatest danger is not that we 
will experience bodily hardship. The greatest danger is that we will betray our core values when pressure is 
applied. Prayer roots us in what is lasting and keeps us tethered to the Source when the wind begins to blow.

In the next few verses, the disciples come into the time of trial. They are tempted to rely on their own power 
rather than relying on the power of God to redeem. The disciples fail the test. One of the disciples draws his 
sword and cuts off the ear of the high priest’s slave. Jesus cries out, “No more of this!” Then he touches the 
slave’s ear and heals him. Jesus goes on to model the trust that the disciples could not muster and gives 
himself over to the religious authorities’ wicked schemes.

Advent is a time of preparation and expectation. Often, we think of this as a time of pre-Christmas sparkle and 
spice. It is that, but it’s also a time of spiritual preparation…a time of disciplined prayer…so that we are not 
caught off guard when hardship comes…so that we do not give in to temptation.

Yet even when that happens – even when we raise our sword rather than trusting the mighty arm of God – 
Jesus is in the midst of us, teaching us, healing us, and showing us a better Way.  Jesus does not want us to 
come into the time of trial, but he is closer than our own breath when we do.

Isaiah 8:16-9:1  |  Psalms 41, 44, 52  |  2 Peter 1:1-11  |  Luke 22:39-53

KEN BRANNON
Vice Rector



DECEMBER 15
Isaiah predicted that “there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress” (9:1), rather “in the future” 
he shared his vision that glory would replace gloom, light for deep darkness, and freedom over oppression.  
The people of Judah, under the reign of evil kings, faced destruction from enemy armies, constant invasion 
threats, disease and loss of farm lands.  Idol worship, debauchery, greed and drunkenness turned their lives 
away from God. Isaiah called for repentance and serving God rather than the evil kings.

How could Isaiah’s prophecy bring about change?  “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the 
government will be on his shoulders.” (9:6) Isaiah foretold the coming of Christ, a ruler who would “be called 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and Prince of Peace.” The people did not jump for joy 
and start believing Isaiah with this proclamation.  Imagine if they had listened and believed how God would 
bring them a caring, strong leader who would counsel them through troubles and bring peace to their lands.

So we must ask ourselves in our gloomy time of coronavirus, political strife, and social unrest, do we believe 
in a child to lead us out of this deep darkness into light? The people of Judah could not surrender to this 
idea.  In the midst of zoom calls, social distancing, working from home, children’s class rooms going virtual, 
loved ones quarantined, etc., can we pause and remember the gifts of the Christ child? May we, in this advent 
season, surrender to the child, Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father and Prince of Peace? 
Christ who is in and with us, will turn our darkness into light, our conflict into peace, our despair to joy and 
loss to abundance. 

Isaiah 9:1-7  |  Psalms 45, 47, 48  |  2 Peter 1:12-21  |  Luke 22:54-69

CAROL ROEHRIG
Adult Formation Task Force



DECEMBER 16
Chapter 9 Isaiah begins with a message of Hope: There will be no gloom for those who were in anguish. The 
people who walked in darkness have seen a great light, those who lived in a land of deep darkness—on them 
light has shined. 

The good news is repeated in Mark 1:1-18. The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ,the son of God. As 
it is written in the Prophet Isaiah: See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you who will prepare your way; 
the voice of one crying out in the wilderness; Prepare the way of the Lord, make his path straight.

This Advent season we are living again in a time of darkness. We are being told about God’s nearness and 
hope arises in us out of this awareness, out of a trust that God will always be there for us. What we know about 
God is that God is trustworthy. If we are able to trust God and not be afraid, then perhaps we will be able to 
trust ourselves.

In the late 1980’s I lived in such a time of doom and anxiety. Perhaps my brother Karl Heinz tried to help by 
inviting me to his Summer Seminary taking place in Northern Italy, the Southern Tyrol, the Aldein. I readily 
accepted and one day drove 12 hours only stopping for gas from Brussels to the Aldein. I had reservations in 
a separate Pension. The next day my brother had commitments in the morning. He gave me instructions to 
walk to a nearby Monastery which according to him was an easy way through deep woods, but manageable. I 
liked the idea of walking and considered it a pilgrimage, praying the entire time. But soon my doubts arose. 
The woods were impenetrable and dark, a narrow path to walk on and not a person in sight. Eventually a Jeep 
stopped and Carabinierie asked me questions. Not knowing Italian, and forgetting my German, I just pointed 
in the direction of the Basilica and they moved on. I kept assuring myself that I can trust God and all will be 
well. After walking for two hours I arrived at a big beautiful Basilica and sat down in one of the pews in the 
back. I had the distinct feeling as I was sitting in the semi-dark church that God loved me. I found a brochure 
and read about the history. The Servite order was founded by seven Holy Men from Florenz in 1233. They were 
canonized in 1888 and their feast day is February 17.; which happens to be my birthday. Once I returned to 
Brussels I researched the Servite founders and discovered a women’s order by the same name. Eventually I 
started to read books by Joyce Rupp, a Spiritual Writer. More recently I have been using her book: “Praying 
Our Good Byes” in my grief ministry.

To God be all honor and glory, Amen.

Isaiah 9:8-17  |  Psalms 49, 53, 119:49-72  |  2 Peter 2:1-10a  |  Mark 1:1-8

HILTRUDE NUSSER-TELFER
Pastoral Care Assistant



DECEMBER 17
As I reflect on this past year it is easy to be consumed by the many disruptions and points of strife in my life, in 
all our lives. If I look past those difficult times, it is also easy to picture the many blessings that are bestowed 
upon me and my family. By most any standard we are healthy, together, and feast in the comfort of each 
other’s company. With so much suffering in the world, the health and safety of those closest to me is truly a 
blessing.

Psalm 33, The Greatness and Goodness of God, struck me as a reminder to take time to ponder the power of 
God in my life and be thankful for these blessings. Many of our worship routines have been disrupted this 
year and replaced with other means of talking to and listening to God. Many of these are not my preference, 
but there are many choices available to us should we choose to use them.

In a recent Men of Saint Michael Zoom meeting, an Advent mission choice was presented to us. The mission 
is to read The Psalms from start to finish, all 150 of them! A few each day.  I was not sure I would accept this 
challenge as reading is typically not my first choice to occupy time. As I prepared for this meditation, reading 
the Psalms chosen for this day, my mind was changed.

I was inspired with a message. And what better way to reflect on the Coming of Christ than to be reminded of 
the strength and love God has for those that seek it.

We are also reminded in these readings that it is not enough just to seek God’s presence… darn, there are also 
sacrifices involved! I generally don’t view my relationship with God as a negotiation, but Psalm 50 seems to 
me like an instruction from God of how to worship Him. The message for me is clear – if I do this the right way, 
God’s love is ever present and everlasting. The “right way” however, is not always as clear to me as it should 
be. Taking advantage of the many resources at SMAA provides me with greater insight into the right path. I 
am truly thankful for this community, even though many of my routines have been disrupted. There are many 
choices of which to avail ourselves!

“Those who bring thanksgiving as their sacrifice honor me; to those who go the right way I will show the 
Salvation of God.” 

Isaiah 9:18-10:4  |  Psalms 33, 50, 59, 60  |  2 Peter 2:10b-16  |  Matthew 3:1-12

MARK DEMLER
Brotherhood of St. Andrew



I’m drawn to 2 Peter and the seeming ambiguity of Parousia. First with a sense of expectation and jubilation at 
the promise of arrival, a second coming, yet then also trepidation from the uncertainty of salvation and of not 
being amongst the chosen. One shares Peter’s perception of doom for the transgressor “waterless springs and 
mists driven by a storm, for them the deepest darkness has been reserved.” “They promise them freedom, but 
they themselves are slaves of corruption”… hardly more sanguine. So, in Advent there, likewise, is dichotomy.  
This time of preparation seems much like the impending new year, of two faces. There is promise; however, 
not without uncertainty.

But the Psalms provide a balm, with the songs of David providing such encouragement. The familiar“… let 
your steadfast love and your faithfulness keep me safe forever”, and “Have mercy on me, O God, according to 
your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions,” and “But surely, God is my 
helper; the Lord is the upholder of my life.” We experience those gifts of the Spirit, though would we more 
often acknowledge them.

And yet, Peter’s lurking warning is not so easy to forget. Have we done enough for the unfortunate, even 
allowing for the Biblical recognition of the inevitability of poverty, the “poor will always be with you” (Matt 
26:11) How cold would we be sleeping under a bridge, or over an air duct grate? And how hungry? While, 
yes, we prepare for years of fallow, yet are expected to be bold enough to share the oil of our lamps with those 
who now have none.  

Even the Psalms remind us that the blessings of the season, of the promises of David, are not free, but are in 
exchange for our “delight to do your will, O my God;” so that we will not forget to whom we belong.    

I encourage us to relish the joy of the promise, the love of those held dearest, and remember how indebted 
we are to those who have been beacons in our lives, whose contributions have been blessings to us and to 
others. As Matthew reminds us, our good deeds, what we have done and what others can observe, live beyond 
us. They are part of that Spirit which, like photons, persists from the beginning of time. 

DECEMBER 18
Isaiah 10:5-19  |  Psalms 40, 51, 54  |  2 Peter 2:17-22  |  Matthew 11:2-15

JOHN LANG
Adult Choir



Despite being raised in the church named after his title, I have never found John the Baptist to be one of the 
more compelling characters in the New Testament. Okay, he gets to designate Jesus as the Messiah, “the lamb 
of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29) , a good introduction the next day for Andrew and a 
mysterious, unnamed disciple, not mention our weekly liturgy. But for someone who is told by the Holy Spirit 
who Jesus is, and who is the cousin of said Messiah according to Luke’s gospel, inexplicably he seems to later 
question whether or not he picked the right guy (Luke 7:19). How could he forget what God told him and 
pointed out to him (John 1:33)?

Then there’s the content of his preaching: his Messiah comes to separate the wheat from the chaff. This latter 
substance clearly personifies the vast majority of humanity (including even most of Israel), whom John’s 
Messiah consigns to burn in unquenchable fire (Luke 3:17). Today’s gospel describes this majority as trees 
who do not produce good fruit, who will be “cut down and thrown into the fire.” To many, this sounds more 
like the Old Testament than the New (possibly excepting Matthew’s gospel, which also proclaims the “narrow 
gate”, the “hard way” that leads to life...”those who find it are few” (7:14).

Fortunately, Luke challenges both JB and Matthew, as well as glib assumptions about the OT. Luke, unlike all 
the other gospels, includes the Septuagint version of Isaiah 40:5 in his quotation introducing the Baptist: 
“and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” (my italics). In this stunning verse all humans don’t merely 
visually observe this action as a physical event occurring to a few people, as the English verb see is commonly 
understood.  Luke uses an ancient Greek verb, horah, defined as to visually care for, pay heed to, to experience 
something. Luke’s quotation from the Old Testament (!) therefore places the Baptist’s version of judgement 
in a much larger context: all humanity responding positively at some future time to God’s revelation of 
his salvation for all humans, to God’s ability to create lasting  well-being for all people, God’s judgement 
culminating in mercy. To give the Old Testament the last word, “Merciful grace and truth meet/righteousness 
and well-being kiss” (Psalm 85:10). 

Amen!

DECEMBER 19
Isaiah 10:20-27  |   Psalms 55, 138, 139  |  Jude 17-25  |  Luke 3:1-9

BRADY MILLICAN
New to SMAA



We have been in anticipation of the coming of Christ now for four weeks and in my own reflection of today’s 
scriptures, I have been humbled by His great love. The kind of love that leaves me in complete awe and 
honestly, I’m very humbled by the realization of just how perfect His gift is. 

“Rejoice greatly, daughter of Zion! Shout in triumph, daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to 
you; He is righteous and endowed with salvation, Humble, and mounted on a donkey, even on a colt, the foal 
of a donkey.” Zechariah 9:9 NASB

Christ’s birth is one that brought a love that I often feel I don’t deserve BUT GOD deemed worthy for all of 
us. His gift says that I am chosen and He decided to leave his own throne in heaven so that I could be in 
relationship with Him. He is righteousness and I am not yet still He came! This is truly amazing because up 
until this point the Israelites had to prove their love for God through ritual and sacrifice BUT GOD chose to give. 
This gift was a paradigm shift!

“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, so that everyone who believes in Him will not perish, 
but have eternal life. For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but so that the world 
might be saved through Him. The one who believes in Him is not judged; the one who does not believe 
has been judged already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the 
judgment, that the Light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the Light; for 
their deeds were evil. For everyone who does evil hates the Light, and does not come to the Light, so that his 
deeds will not be exposed. But the one who practices the truth comes to the Light, so that his deeds will be 
revealed as having been performed in God.” John 3:16-21 NASB

As you read today’s scriptures I encourage you to look past the chaos that maybe 2020 has brought you and 
focus your heart on Jesus. Meditate on the fact you are loved, adored, and chosen. My heart’s prayer for you is 
that you receive a fuller understanding of God’s unconditional love for you.

DECEMBER 20
Isaiah 42:1-12  |  Psalms 8, 24, 29, 84  |  Ephesians 6:10-20  |  John 3:16-21

KRISTEN BURK
Executive Assistant to the Vice Rector

4TH SUNDAY IN ADVENT 



In the first nine verses of chapter eleven, Isaiah gives us a picture of the ideal king and his peaceful, idyllic 
kingdom. Many of you may already be familiar with Isaiah 11:1-5 being one of Isaiah’s “Messianic prophecies,” 
verses that point to the person, character, and kingship of Jesus Christ. Indeed, even a cursory read of the New 
Testament reveals Christ to be righteous (11:5), wise (11:2), just (11:3-4), and faithful to God (11:5). It is not 
hard to recognize how these initial five verses relate so well to Jesus, the perfect “King of Kings” (1 Timothy 
6:15; Revelation 19:16).

But what of Christ’s kingdom? And does the animal imagery in verses 6-9 reflect something of life living 
under the great King Jesus? Isaiah himself offers an answer when he specifies that one of the names of the 
king is the “Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6). During Isaiah’s time, financial loss, personal injury, or death from 
wild animals was a very real danger. Creatures such as wolves, leopards, lions, bears, and snakes (11:6-8) still 
lived and hunted around the people of Israel and Judah. And yet, in Jesus’ kingdom, these normally predatory 
animals become docile. They live peacefully alongside living things that might once have been victims of 
their formerly fierce nature: lambs, baby goats, calves, and, yes, even young children (11:6-8). A reasonable 
solution to this constant threat would be to kill or remove the threatening animals. But interestingly, it is not 
the predatory animals themselves that have been removed from Christ’s kingdom, just their ferociousness. 
It seems that this ideal kingdom is one of inclusion, not exclusion; a place where all creation can get along 
with each other.

Truly, Jesus’ kingdom is a place where the norms most are familiar with are reversed. Isaiah explores the 
“upside-down” nature of the kingdom of God when he describes “a little child…lead[ing the animals]” (11:6) 
(Who on earth would allow a child to guide animals as large and strong as wolves and leopards and lions?); 
an infant “play[ing] near the cobra’s den” (11:8) (Gasp!); and a “young child…put[ting] its hand into the 
viper’s nest” (11:8) (Someone here should be taken to court for child negligence). And yet, the children are 
unharmed; no animal ever “harm[s]” or “destroy[s]” the children because all will know God on God’s “holy 
mountain” (11:9). What a picturesque life under the reign of Jesus!

So, what might this ideal kingdom or any of these peaceful animals have to do with us today? Jesus always 
intended for his followers to reflect his own heart and behavior: “If you love me, keep my commands” (John 
14:15). If Christ is a righteous, wise, just, and faithful king, and if his kingdom is one of peace and inclusion, 
then should not we, as his earthly representatives, seek to exemplify those same characteristics? Should 
not we emulate Isaiah’s description of Christ’s “peaceable kingdom,” and strive to live peacefully with one 
another, even with those who may be quite different from us?
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Isaiah 11:1-9  |  Psalms 61, 62, 112, 115  |  Revelation 20:1-10  |  John 5:30-47
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Picture this: In the days of Herod, Zechariah and Elizabeth were old and had never had children. Although 
Zechariah was a priest and both of them led godly lives and prayed to have children, they never had any. In 
those days, the women received blame for such things.

Anyway, Zechariah had to go up to the temple to burn incense and carry out his priestly duties.   Everything 
seemed routine until the angel Gabriel showed up and told him that he and Elizabeth were going to have a 
baby and they were to name him John.  

I wasn’t at all surprised to read that Zechariah began to question Gabriel about the veracity of this promise. In 
fact, he pointed out that Elizabeth was beyond child-bearing age, so Gabriel must have been mistaken.

This really ticked off Gabriel, and he struck Zechariah dumb. Instantly, Zechariah realized he shouldn’t have 
messed with Gabriel.

Well, the rest of the story is predictable. Gabriel cooled off and unmuted Zechariah. Elizabeth had a beautiful  
baby , whom they named  John, and he grew up to become a mighty evangelist in the greatest sense of the 
Word.  

When I read this story, I started thinking about all the people who are advanced in years including myself. Do 
we feel like God never came through and answered our prayers? If our lives were lived on a bell curve, can we 
now feel the roller-coaster descent on the other side of the curve?

We can think of Colonel  Sanders and Grandma Moses who put it in reverse on the curve. We can try to live in 
the moment since our moments are now numbered. And we can remember that later in Luke, he assured us 
“For with God nothing will be impossible.”

I want to share with you a special poem:

Sometimes by Sheenagh Pugh 

Sometimes our best efforts do not go amiss. 
Sometimes we do as we meant to. 

The sun will sometimes melt a field of snow 
That seemed hard frozen. 

May it happen for you.

May it happen for YOU.

Wishing you blessings in your Fourth Quarter, and remember not to mess with Gabriel, especially in 2020.

Isaiah 11:10-16  |  Psalms 66, 67, 116, 117  |  Revelation 20:11-21:8  |  Luke 1:5-25
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I was 12 when I first went to church – the Assemblies of God.  What I found there was an amazing group of people 
who were serious about faith.  It didn’t take long before I had my “Conversion Experience” as the Assemblies 
like to call it.  This powerful event had the effect of taking the Christian practices that were so important to my 
conversion and bonded them to the deepest part of me: communion, prayer, reading scripture, and community.  
These have stayed firm in me, the simple practices of my youth.  When I am troubled, these elements of a spiritual 
life are how I return to center; when I am joyful, these are how I return thanks for the good of this life.

As a seeker, I have experimented with practices from different Christian faith communities.  I prayed the Rosary 
for the better part of two years, I was in a group that followed the Ignatian spiritual practices, and I loved the 
mindful silence found in Fr. Thomas Keating’s Lectio Divina courses. 

But after a while, I came to feel like I was on a spiritual mouse wheel, always searching but never really finding 
what I thought I needed.  I was so worried that I would miss some “golden key” that would unlock the ultimate 
door of my faith.  A door through which I could know all there was about walking with God in Christ.  Yet with each 
experiment, with each trial of some dusty spiritual practice, I found my soul farther away rather than nearer to 
Thee.  We each have our own call and journey and at some point, we all find what we really need in Christ even 
though it may not look like what we want in Christ.

I urge everyone to pursue an encounter with the living God.  Take whatever Christian road takes you deeper, 
explore whatever practice from our desert mothers and fathers seems interesting, read whatever book gets you 
closer to our Lord – I tell you to leave no stone unturned.  Find your own way – work out your faith in fear and 
trembling as the scripture states and you will be rewarded.

I write these words because our reading shows us that in God’s timing, heaven will come down to earth.  Many 
folks argue about when this will happen and what signs will foretell the event.  Look, I encourage you to read 
carefully, take delight, comfort, and instruction from the Bible; that is why it was given to us.  But do not be 
distracted by timetables or arguments about scripture.  Keep your mind on what is important.

For this Advent, try putting aside everything but those elements that mature us in Christ: waiting upon the Lord, 
being steadfast in the basics, knowing when you have found your spiritual sweet spot, and finally being self-
reflective enough to know when to add or discard a practice so that you, in the end, are closer to our Lord.  That is 
the sole point.  Enjoy the Journey this Advent.

Isaiah 28:9-22  |  Psalms 72, 111, 113  |  Revelation 21: 9-21  |  Luke 1:26-38
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CHRISTMAS EVE

Is Christmas really tomorrow?

This advent season feels a bit different from others as we respect the physical distancing requests. During 
this very unusual year, I wanted the Advent and Christmas season to bring us back to normal with all the 
celebrations and festivities. However, that was not part of the plan for this year and I was not happy about 
this. How do you explain to children and even some adults why you can not or will not participate in known 
traditions?

When I first saw the lessons for today, I was thrilled to see that it was Luke. I love Luke’s description of the 
coming of our Lord. In fact, my favorite recital of this passage comes from Linus during the Charlie Brown 
Christmas television special. Unfortunately, my timing is off a day or so as today’s reading is about the birth 
and naming of John.

As I read this passage I began to think I have been a bit like Zechariah, who I am certain dreamed of naming 
a son. I imagine that Zechariah was not happy with the direction of the plan and the change from the known 
traditions. Why name his child John? How does he explain this break in tradition to his friends and relatives? 
Rendered speechless, he finds a way to confirm the child’s name is John and accepts the will of God. His ability 
to speak is restored and those who witnessed this event knew “the hand of the Lord was with this child.” 

Even though our celebrations may change this year, let us not fear the changes as God is still with us. My hope 
and prayer for all as we navigate this season and the changes it brings to our traditional celebrations, is that 
we feel the hand of the Lord in all that we do.

PS - I am still waiting, somewhat patiently, to hear the next part of Luke where “good tidings of great joy” are 
coming our way.

Isaiah 35:1-10  |  Psalms 45, 46  |  Revelation 22:12-17, 21  |  Luke 1:57-66
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CHRISTMAS DAY

“If we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is made complete in us.” – 1 John 4:12

Today is the day, the day we have been anticipating for four weeks (and perhaps much longer). Today is 
Christmas Day, but a Christmas Day that may be very different than in years past.

We cannot deny that Christmas in 2020 is different. I dare say that none of us can remember a time when 
our Christmas holiday has been celebrated under the cloud of a pandemic. Face masks, hand washing, social 
distancing, and more have changed this entire Advent experience. It’s hard not to say that this experience is 
less than it should be, but perhaps we have the opportunity to understand our faith in a new way.

More than two thousand years ago, Jesus was born and placed in a lowly manger. At the time, his Jewish 
family and community was under the pressure and fear of oppression and economic uncertainty. They did not 
govern themselves, nor did they have the basic human rights we value and work to protect. Instead, Jesus was 
born into a world in which people needed to be saved temporally and physically.

It’s hard for us to put ourselves in that position. Very few of us have ever known the true weight of living our 
lives in constant fear and uncertainty. Because of this, we often struggle to make sense of Jesus as the great 
deliverer God intended. When we speak of Jesus saving us, we might ask what we need to be saved from? 
We have gotten so good at securing our reality that it’s rare to find ourselves truly out of control. Until now.

This year has reminded us of what we work so hard to ignore: We are not in control. We are part of a dynamic 
world that is both unpredictable and inhumane. As a nation, have all experienced exhaustion, heartbreak, and 
anger more often and with more significance this year than perhaps ever before. Collectively, we know what it 
means to hurt. Perhaps now we know, to the core of our identity, why we need Jesus.

On this day, we celebrate the moment the Word becomes flesh. On this day, we celebrate the moment when 
God’s love for us is manifested so fully and completely that the world was changed forever. On this day, I invite 
you and those you love to consider just how profoundly we need the love of God in Christ to transform us from 
the inside out. On this day, I pray you find your way to the perfect love of God.

With God, our love can be made complete, and that love will change the world. Merry Christmas today and 
may your year be made new beyond anything you hope or imagine.

Zechariah 2:10-13  |  Psalms 2, 85, 110:1-7, 132  |  1 John 4:7-16  |  John 3:31-36
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