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Defiant Hopers
Isaiah 64:1-9 

In one of his more prophetic songs, Don Henley sings, “How can love survive in 
such a graceless age?” The question echoes the lament of the ancient prophet, 

as he looked around at his own world and found no one to be righteous. Be-
cause we know righteousness in scripture is not about a moral or ethical perfec-
tionism, but refers to right relationship, we can understand that Isaiah’s world 
must have looked a lot like ours – right relationship is really hard to find.

It seems we are living in a time when man’s collective inhumanity to man has 
reached epic proportions; altruism has been sacrificed on the altar of self-preser-
vation; hate seems to have been sanctioned as the world’s official currency; and 
the other is not an invitation to exercise love but an obstacle to be overcome on 
our path to self-aggrandizement. Yes, one can lament, how can love survive in 
such a graceless age? 

Interestingly, both the ancient prophet and the modern-day, would-be 
prophet do not despair in the face of such darkness. Instead, they turn to the 
very thing that seems to have gone missing: Grace. Henley concludes that in the 
end, it is all about unmerited forgiveness – a letting go of the hurt, of the betray-
al, of the eye-for-an-eye prison that so easily seduces us, and offering grace. Isa-
iah, too, begs for grace – for God in all His glorious mercy - to come again. “Be 
not so terribly angry, O Lord, and remember not iniquity forever. Behold, please 
look, we are all your people.” And of course this is such a hopeful posture. This 
is the posture all people of faith can have.

If, in fact, God is perfectly righteous, then we can hope that grace is what 
God always has, and always will, offer us. For only grace allows one to maintain 
right relationship in the face of any and all violations of that relationship. Is this 
not what the cross is evidence of? God does not walk away from relationship – 
ever. That is what is so hauntingly beautiful about grace. In one of my favorite 
songs of the advent season, there is a line that may capture the world-changing 
magnificence of grace better than any words I have ever read. “The angels trem-
bled, and the demons did, too, for they knew very well what pure grace would 
do.” Grace changes everything because it restores right relationship.

So it may be a very dark world as we enter yet another season of waiting. 
But because of grace, we can be what Richard Simpson calls “Defiant Hopers!” 
Advent is the celebration of the arrival of the Christ, the arrival of pure grace. As 
we wait again for that arrival, may we all be Defiant Hopers in that Grace that 
changes everything. God knows both we, and the world around us, need it.

Thanks be to God.
— Rev. David Gentleman

Sunday, Dec. 3



Monday, Dec. 4
Consumed by What?
Psalm 79; Micah 4:1-5; Revelation 15:1-8

In a world too often bruised and hurting, what shall you offer?  This question 
lies at the heart of a life of faith. The lectionary readings for this day offer a 

spectrum of response, beginning with the Psalmist’s lamentation “How long, Oh 
Lord, how long?” The cry of one who has witnessed the world as they have come 
to treasure it, turned upside down. So much has been lost. So much has gone 
wrong. A plea for justice, mercy, salvation bites at the tongue, a display of utter 
humanness in the face of a world that seems utterly foreign. The question is one 
of survival. Is this the end of me, too? Shall I, too, be consumed by this?

The Prophet responds with a vision of hope, the potential consequence of a 
life committed to different vision of the world. Work for a greater justice, a more 
peaceful future.  Be a witness to hope, and “They will beat their swords into 
plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword 
against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.” 

There is no need for peacemakers in heaven; the challenge of faith is in the 
midst of the life we have been given. The author of Revelation reminds us that 
many challenges plague humankind, and many opportunities to succumb to the 
dis-eases of the world.  Faith would have us witness to the better angels of our 
nature and potential as a species, to do what we can to companion those who, 
by circumstances foisted upon them or situations of their own making, live a hell-
ish existence and with them craft as much of the Kingdom of Heaven as we can 
here on Earth.

Buddhist teacher Pema Chodron speaks of this faithful response to a hurting 
world this way:  

Spiritual awakening is frequently described as a journey to the top of a 
mountain. We leave our attachments and our worldliness behind and 
slowly make our way to the top. At the peak, we transcend all pain.

The only problem with this metaphor is that we leave all the others 
behind—our drunken brother, our schizophrenic sister, our tormented 
animals and friends.  Their suffering continues, unrelieved by our personal 
escape.

In the process of discovering bodhichitta [a Sanskrit word that means 
‘noble or awakened heart’], the journey goes down, not up. It’s as if the 
mountain pointed toward the center of the earth instead of reaching into 
the sky. Instead of transcending the suffering of all creatures, we move 
toward the turbulence and doubt. We jump into it. We move toward it 
however we can. We explore the reality and unpredictability of insecurity 
and pain, and we try not to push it away.  If it takes years, if it takes life-
times, we let it be as it is.



Tuesday, Dec. 5

At our pace, without speed or aggression, we move down and down 
and down.  With us move millions of others, our companions in awak-
ening from fear. At the bottom, we discover water, the healing water of 
bodhichitta. Right down there in the thick of things, we discover the love 
that will not die. (from Pema Chodron, When Things Fall Apart: Heart 
Advice for Difficult Times)     

— Rev. Aaron R. Payson

Reality
Psalm 79; Micah 4:6-13; Revelation 18:1-10

It’s always surprising how real and raw scripture can be. Somewhere along the 
way, we picked up the idea that faith is about nice people being nice all the 

time. Anger, disappointment, outrage — although all authentic thoughts and 
feelings — must always be submerged or repressed by the person of faith. 

Rather than helpful advice, such wisdom is no wisdom at all, and usually 
escalates situations and can bring about tragic results. We best thank our lucky 
stars that God is one who asks us to be real in his presence and above all enjoys 
and encourages authentic relationship. God calls us out from spaces of self-de-
ceiving politeness and onto new planes of honest give and take.

In Psalm 79, something horrible has happened: The temple has been de-
stroyed, Israel is bereft, and the ones responsible seem only to be gloating. 
What to do?

We must work hard to put this in perspective. For this moment, get in touch 
with your own emotional center … imagine the vilest of atrocities has been vis-
ited upon you. What you treasure and hold to be sacred has been violated and 
profaned. The incongruity is unbearable. The one offering this prayer demands 
God’s full attention. He/she wants to know that God fully “gets it” — gets the 
depth of this atrocity, with all of its pain and accompanying trauma. In short, the 
supplicant is calling a “Code Blue” — demanding a full hearing before God.

Lo and behold, the psalmist gets what is asked. 
As you sit in your Advent world, are you tempted to withhold your own truth 

from God? Go ahead, bring everything before God. After all, it is what God 
wants — all of you.

— Rev. Mark Nilson



Wednesday, Dec. 6
Accomodation
Matthew 21:23-32

Jesus’ presence stirs things up in us, and when his teachings meet the world 
and Grace and Mercy are not the focus of activities. And rightly so.
Advent is a time of anticipation, of looking forward. For those acknowledg-

ing the realness of Jesus both historically and presently (through the Spirit), it 
means some introspection time: thinking about how we have accommodated 
ourselves, to God, or to the world.

The gospel of Matthew lifts up a supposed dialogue between Jesus and 
church leadership of the day where his ministry authority is questioned, and he 
reflects the ministry of the well-known wilderness preacher, John the Baptist, 
back upon them to see what they are willing to admit about the reign of God 
breaking into the world.

The leadership declines to answer; it is a loaded powder keg of a question 
that had fallen back upon them to answer. Some may have seen John as God’s 
prophet, some not, but since they represented an organization that had not 
come out in support of God’s new in-breaking to the world, their response had 
to be careful so as not to seem to speak for the “whole” of their tradition.

But the story has a lot to say to us, about how we might have accommodat-
ed ourselves to ways of thinking, or allied ourselves with groups, where Grace 
and Mercy have a hard time living in and through us. Jesus’ words cut to the 
chase in working to help us understand ourselves and our allegiance better, so 
we might discover if we’re still on the road with Christ, or have fallen off some-
where along the Way.

So, are we owning up to what Jesus asks of us, to be messengers and pur-
veyors of Grace and Mercy? Or have we denied that? Church leadership of 
Jesus’ day who confronted him had accommodated themselves to tradition, not 
to God. That state of affairs, coupled with humanity’s ongoing tendency to live 
to self, which helped to erode society, led to the Creator stepping in, personally, 
to prove Love is real and present.

What are we looking forward to and anticipating?
— Rev. Andrew Borden



Thursday, Dec. 7
Putting the Pieces Together
Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13

 

About a year ago, our daughter, who was 3 at the time, developed an inter-
est in puzzles. One day I came home from work, and she pulled a dinosaur 

puzzle off the shelf and dumped the pieces on the floor. It was a mess. She was 
excited about making the picture on the cover of the box but needed some help 
putting it together. Seeing those pieces spread on the floor and knowing that 
I would have to partner with a 3-year-old to put it together was initially a little 
intimidating. But we found the corners, put them together with the edge piec-
es, looked for pieces with similar colors and snapped them together where we 
could. Slowly, the mess got smaller and the picture came into focus: six dino-
saurs standing in the wilderness. 

The Psalm here is written for people whose lives are in pieces. You can al-
most hear the desperation as the Psalmist pleads with God, “Will you be angry 
with us forever? Will you prolong your anger through all generations?” (85:4). 
The pleading continues in verse 7: “Show us your unfailing love, O Lord, and 
grant us salvation.” We don’t know exactly what caused the Psalmist to write 
this. Was there a famine? Did they lose a crucial battle in a war? We don’t know. 
But most of us know the feeling of life having been broken to pieces and not 
knowing how or if it will ever be put together. 

Like most of us, the Psalmist has feelings of doubt and faith. There is doubt: 
“Will you not revive us again that your people may rejoice?” (85:6). There is 
faith: “Surely his salvation is near those who fear him.” (85:9) In the midst of 
doubt and faith, there is vision that God can put the pieces together: “Love and 
faithfulness meet together; righteousness and peace kiss each other.” (85:10)

This mixture of faith and doubt captures the feeling for the days leading up 
to the birth of Jesus. A people whose lives have been broken to pieces, who are 
living in an occupied territory and struggling to survive are waiting, not knowing 
what they’re waiting for or if it will ever come. With them, we wait for God to put 
the pieces of our lives together. 

— Rev. T.J. DeMarco



Followers
Acts 11:19-26

“And in Antioch the disciples were first called Christians.” 

This seemingly innocuous statement has always fascinated me. First, it is 
noteworthy that the disciples were “called” Christians (followers of Christ). 
These first followers of Christ were called such not because they all embraced 
an exclusive creed, or had a common enemy, or looked the same, or held the 
same theological opinions. They were called Christians because they actually 
followed Christ.

We know that one of the most obvious characteristics of those who followed 
Christ was the love they showed their fellow human beings. This was no ordinary 
love, no lip service to a broad-sketched idea about tolerance and acceptance. 
This was real, practical, self-sacrificing service to any and all. This was embracing 
the other, no matter who they were, just as Christ had embraced the other. This 
was not a popular position. In fact, in many ways, Christ’s treatment of the other 
was one of the main reasons He met His death.

This leads to the second part of the statement in Acts that has always fas-
cinated me. We have always accepted a fundamental truth that all persons are 
born with an innate dignity of human being. While we do not always treat others 
as equals, that underlying truth is widely accepted. 

But this was not always the case. In fact, this is a very late entry into the hu-
man milieu, perhaps not even 500 years old. Certainly in the time of Christ, not 
only were very few persons afforded the protection of basic human rights, most 
were not even identified as persons who have basic human rights. 

To understand this is to begin to grasp the extreme radicalness of Jesus 
Christ. He wasn’t being nice to those persons whom society had simply decided 
were too much of a burden, or too difficult, or too large of a problem to handle. 
He was embracing those who were not even recognized as persons. This was 
not a case of a very kind man exposing the selfishness of those who should have 
known better. They couldn’t have known better. This was a case of the Christ 
exposing the very brokenness of the entire human system and, at the risk of His 
own life, saying no more to that brokenness and revealing a better way: Love, 
for all people.

Those who followed Him were called Christians. 
As I sit and reflect in the silence of Advent it makes me wonder: If we did 

not self-identify as Christians, would we be “called” followers of Christ – for the 
same reasons the earliest of followers were -- by those who know us and those 
who see us live? In an age when humanity is sliding again into fierce protection-
ism, and people, who we know are persons with the same human dignity, are 

Friday, Dec. 8



being excluded and left behind, we must again be like Christ. We must again be 
“called” Christians. 

— D.G.

Saturday, Dec. 9
“What are you listening for?”
Psalms 85:1-2, 8-13; Ezek. 36:24-28; Mark 11:27–33

There is an old story about two friends who are talking while walking down a 
busy street on a sunny day. The street is full of traffic, and many others bustle 

around as they make their way. Suddenly, one friend stops and asks, “Do you 
hear that cricket?” The other is incredulous. It is impossible to hear a cricket in 
the midst of all the traffic noise and sounds of those around them! Whereupon 
the first friend crouches by a small plot of grass surrounding a small tree growing 
near the sidewalk and carefully combs the blades until a small black cricket is 
revealed; its melodious legs still sounding. “How in heaven’s name did you hear 
it?” says the second man. Whereupon the first stands, reaches into his pocket, 
pulls out a handful of change and tosses it clanking to the ground. The noise 
causes everyone within 25 feet to turn and look to see where the money had 
fallen. “It depends entirely on what you are listening for,” he says.

The scriptures for this day begin with a reminder from the Psalmist to “Listen 
to what the Lord says; he promises peace to his people, his faithful servants — 
but let them not turn to folly.” (Ps. 85:8) It is the invocation that places the words 
of the prophet in context,

For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the coun-
tries and bring you back into your own land. 25 I will sprinkle clean water 
on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities 
and from all your idols. 26 I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit 
in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of 
flesh. 27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my de-
crees and be careful to keep my laws. 28 Then you will live in the land I 
gave your ancestors; you will be my people, and I will be your God. (Ezek. 
36:24-28) 

This serves as the answer to the query by those who test Jesus as he walked 
the halls of the temple courts; a query that originates from a place of fear.  “By 
what authority do you … ?” For Jesus, the answer is simple, “By the truth that 
has been made plain through the divine counsel of many prophets, the promise 



of peace (for those who do not turn to folly).” But folly is what is at the heart of 
his present inquisition. So Jesus turns to the time-honored practice of all good 
teachers, to turn folly into an opportunity for awakening and true knowledge. 
His question is simple: “What are you listening for?” Fully aware of the political 
nature of the question, he exposes it as folly and awakens the same in his ques-
tioners.  

During this season of advent, the pregnant pause before the appearance of 
new life and hope, we, too, are given an opportunity to listen more deeply, and 
love more fully. The question this year is, “What are you listening for?”

— A.R.P.

Sunday, Dec. 10
Up Is Down
Isaiah 40:1-11; Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13; 2 Peter 3:8-15a; Mark 1:1-8

It was the slightest of experiences, but one I’ve thought back on hundreds of 
times. Early in ministry, I had invited a friend to come and preach. We over-

lapped in graduate school but he went on to academia and was now teaching. 
I chose the local church. Just prior to entering the sanctuary, we paused to pray. 
His prayer was simple: “You (Jesus) must increase, I must decrease.” And off we 
went into worship.

Every year it’s the same: There’s no getting to Christmas without first going 
through John. 

Even as we have been on the Advent journey for more than a week, most of 
us are still getting our feet wet in the season. What does Advent mean this year? 
What are the markers in my life that inform how I will enter this time of waiting 
for Jesus to appear and incarnate God in my world and life?

John is the perfect herald because he got the rhythms right. He knew his 
place was not at the top, but in sole service to the one coming. In a world fixat-
ed on power and prestige, he offers an alternative way of being. His qualities are 
rare and yet crucial for transformation. That is what we are after, isn’t it?

John, by pedigree, had it made. Born into the temple elite, he could have 
lived the high life in good comfort and with high honors. Yet John chose a dif-
ferent path, one that put him not in rich fabrics of flowing robes but out in the 
desert, living off the sparse protein of the wilderness, dressed in animal skins 
and exposed to harsh rays of sun that year after year strip the paint off people’s 
summer homes along the Galilean shores.  



Richard Rohr writes, “He (John) has played his single and important part, and 
he knows it. His is brilliantly a spirituality of descent, not ascent, ‘He must grow 
bigger, I must grow smaller.’”

When my friend prayed that simple prayer before worship so many years 
ago, I knew that it came from a place of deep private devotion. He had done 
battle with the ego piece and knew that any increase on his side almost always 
meant some lessening on Jesus’ side.  They tell me that ego is an acronym for 
“Edging God Out.” I’m embarrassed to say that in those early years of ministry, 
I was still trying to build “me” up, most likely at the expense of any Jesus in-
crease. I hadn’t fallen yet. That would be a lesson yet to come, a lesson that all 
of us must learn: Down is really up.

“In the wilderness, a voice cries out, ‘Prepare the way of the Lord.’”
— M.N.

Monday, Dec. 11
Listening
Mark 12:18-27

My wife is correct. I don’t always listen to what she says to me. Like some-
times when I’m trying to get out the door to work, gathering up the lunch 

fixings, making sure I’ve got all the stuff together for the day, and what she is 
trying to tell me just never makes it into my consciousness …

This isn’t all the time. But it does happen.
What Jesus is talking about here in Matthew is a bit different. It is an on-

going, intentional ignorance for hearing what God has to say when it does not 
match our wants and desires.

Jesus tells all who are willing to hear his words that all who live to the Lord 
are alive. It doesn’t matter what religious understanding they align themselves 
with, just that everyone who listens for, hears, responds, and lives according to 
the leading of God are truly alive.

The church leadership of the temple obviously had a narrow understanding 
of Torah, a simplistic rationalizing of the “black and white” text on the scrolls. 
Much of scriptural interpretation was focused on upholding laws where it was cut 
and dried to their viewpoint. If someone crossed the line, there was no gray area 
where Grace and Mercy might come into play.

Jesus’ intent was in lifting up how God is larger than our understanding and 
more gracious than we many times can imagine.



Our Advent journey toward the babe in the manger from Bethlehem pro-
vides opportunity to  s-l-o-w d-o-w-n and wonder at this willingness for God to 
become vulnerable to humanity’s ignorance and impatience, all in order to repre-
sent the timeless truth that is God, who is for us all, and loves us all equally. 

But to understand who God is, we need to be willing to listen and hear what 
the Almighty is trying to communicate. This means us ending trying to box God 
in with human understanding, and instead letting God be God for us and the 
world. That might break some of our expectations and create new ones. 

— A.B.

Tuesday, Dec. 12
“Unexpected”
Acts 11:1-18

Peter had just returned from preaching to a group of Gentiles and baptizing 
them. Doing this stretched his understanding of God. For generations, his 

family and every family he knew had understood themselves to be the people 
of God. They were set apart as holy in order to inherit and live on a certain land, 
to worship in the temple, and to be a blessing to all other nations. But now God 
seemed to be including those other nations.

What did this mean? How are we special if everyone can be God’s people?
When Peter returned from preaching and baptizing Gentiles, he was imme-

diately criticized. They had heard what he was up to. You can almost feel the 
tension in the air in the moment when he returned. How do you go home and 
tell your family and friends that your faith has changed? Will they even be able 
to listen? Will they still accept you?

Peter explained the vision. The Holy Spirit had led Peter to the house of Cor-
nelius. As Peter began to speak, the Holy Spirit came to them. He remembered 
the words of Jesus: “John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the 
Holy Spirit.” Peter realized that God had given these Gentiles the same gift that 
God had given the little congregation of Jewish Christians. God was at work. As 
Peter explained this, people began to understand. Soon they had no objection 
and began to praise God. God was welcoming Gentiles into their community. 
God was moving, and they were transformed in ways unexpected. 

In my tradition as a Presbyterian, we like to say that we are “reformed and al-
ways reforming.” This is a way of saying that we come from a particular tradition, 
but we must always adapt our beliefs and practices as we grow in faith. As Pres-



byterians, sometimes we do this well, and sometimes we don’t. Quite frankly, it 
is easy to forget that we should always be reforming. 

But for me, and I hope for you, Advent is a reminder. It is a reminder that 
we must be attentive to the unexpected ways that God is working in our lives 
and in the world. Who would have expected that a child born in a barn would 
transform the world? Who would expect that Peter, a brash young man, would 
become his spokesman? Who would expect that God would welcome Gentiles? 
These events remind us of one of the most important disciplines of the Christian 
faith: We must always be open to the unexpected. 

— T.J.D.

Wednesday, Dec. 13
Wait For The Lord
Psalm 27

My favorite part of the observation of Advent is the extended metaphor we 
use, thanks to the great prophet Isaiah, of a journey from darkness to light. 

It is an annual reenactment of that first arrival when the True Light found His way 
into the darkness of a Bethlehem night; into the darkness of a very threatening 
world; into the darkness of mankind’s collective soul and, heralded by a number-
less choir of heavenly beings, banished that darkness forever.

Of course, the problem often is that while we know the Christ Event pro-
claimed that darkness was over, it is difficult to always believe that when our own 
lives can be dark from loss, pain, and suffering, and the greater world around us 
seems hopelessly engulfed by the darkness of war, disease, and disaster. It can 
seem as though the True Light never came. But that is exactly why we must be 
diligent and purposeful to not forsake this annual observance of the Arrival of 
the Christ. For this is the reason for all of our hope: Christ did come once, dark-
ness could not hold, light broke through, and the promise that light wins was 
whispered to all who would hear. 

I think the Psalmist may have understood this at life-changing levels. He was 
part of the initial waiting, part of the generations who waited for the promised 
Light to initially come. He, of course, did not have the luxury of looking back 
into history and being inspired by the fact that, while it may be dark again, the 
Light did come. And remember, David was living in his own tangible darkness 
when he wrote this Psalm of such comfort and hope, ending it with these words: 
“I remain confident of this: I will see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the 



living. Be strong and take heart and wait for the Lord.”  
I think the current Archbishop of Canterbury captures the Psalmist’s hope 

perfectly in a recent writing. (He was writing of Easter, but in the end incarnation, 
crucifixion, resurrection are all part of the same event – the glorious Christ Event 
- and without one there is not the other. I hope he would be OK with my edit-
ing.) “[Christmas] is offered to the world not to guarantee a permanently happy 
society in the sense of a society free from tension, pain, or disappointment, but 
to affirm that whatever happens in the unpredictable world, there is a deeper 
level of reality, a world within the world, where love and reconciliation are cease-
lessly at work, a world with which contact can be made so that we are able to 
live honestly and courageously with the challenges constantly thrown at us. And 
on the first [Christmas] morning, it is as if ‘the fountains of the great deep’ are 
broken open, and we are allowed to see into the darkness for a moment – and 
find our world turned upside down, [salvation] made possible.”

— D.W.

Thursday, Dec. 14
“To Dream the Impossible Dream”
Psalm 126; Hab. 2:1–5; Phil. 3:7–11

One of my favorite trinkets, which resides on a bookshelf in my office, is a 
small, aluminum windmill. It is made in the style of many-armed monster 

that Don Quixote strove to slay in Cervantes’ classic of the same name, a story 
made famous by the musical “Man of La Mancha.”  The windmill is also a tender 
reminder of my father, for when you turn the sails of the mill, the music box with-
in plays my father’s favorite song, “The Impossible Dream,” and I clearly hear my 
father’s voice singing Joe Darion’s lyrics.

To dream the impossible dream
To fight the unbeatable foe
To bear with unbearable sorrow
To run where the brave dare not go
To right the unrightable wrong
To love pure and chaste from afar
To try when your arms are too weary
To reach the unreachable star

This is my quest
To follow that star



No matter how hopeless
No matter how far

To fight for the right
Without question or pause
To be willing to march into Hell
For a heavenly cause

And I know if I’ll only be true 
To this glorious quest
That my heart will lie peaceful and calm
When I’m laid to my rest

And the world will be better for this
That one man, scorned and covered with scars
Still strove with his last ounce of courage
To reach the unreachable star.

The scriptures for this day call to mind this classic of stage and film.  

When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who 
dreamed. (Psalm 126:1)

I will stand at my watch and station myself on the ramparts;
I will look to see what he will say to me, and what answer I am to give to 
this complaint. (Hab 2:1)

… that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteous-
ness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith 
in[a] Christ — the righteousness that comes from God on the basis of 
faith.  I want to know Christ — yes, to know the power of his resurrection 
and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death. (Phil. 
3:9-10)

Much like the chivalrous Quixote, whose integrity shines through his oft-de-
mented quest to be a knight errant, we are invited to consider the essence of 
our own dreams, our willingness to be faithful, because “the righteous person 
will live by his faithfulness” (Hab. 2:4) to the vision of what it means to be stead-
fast in our quest and imitate the integrity of what lies deepest in our hearts, 
hands and minds — that love which is the essence of Jesus’ life and ministry. 
A quest that must surely seem like folly for those who do not know what life is 
indeed possible when founded in love.              — A.R.P. 



Friday, Dec. 15
Visio Divina
Psalm 126; Hab. 3:2-6; Phil. 3:12-16

For outlandish creatures like us, on our way to a heart, a brain, 
and courage, Bethlehem is not the end of our journey but only the 
beginning – not home but the place through which we must pass if 
ever we are to reach home at last.        — Frederick Buechner

Perhaps we know “lectio divina,” a way of tuning ourselves into the sacred 
text through a series of readings with built-in pauses for reflection. We read it 

aloud. We read it silently. We read and reread, perhaps committing it to mem-
ory and reciting it. These various ways of reading help the text come alive and 
provide new depths of understanding and revelation.

My friend Andrew Larsen calls it “visio divina,” a way of seeing the world in 
all of its ordinariness and extraordinariness that helps tease out new, yet unseen 
visions of what God is up to. A contemplative, a peacemaker, and a professional 
photographer, Andy advocates a way of living that asks one to slow down, to 
rest, to change one’s perspective from time to time, all in an effort to ready one-
self for God’s new manifestations. 

If Bethlehem was the start of God’s new way of reaching humanity, how 
might we look for God in new ways? How might we practice “visio-divina” in 
search of God’s new word and work?

Richard Rohr suggests seeing as the “mystics see.”  In his book, “The Naked 
Now,” Rohr outlines three practices to expand our seeing:

1. The first he calls “sense-oriented” viewing. This is where you take in the 
visual experience with your eyes, observing the colors and patterns, perhaps the 
times and shades of light. You might hear a “Wow” on your lips, or a “Look at 
that!” if you’re with someone.

2. Second, you begin to digest and analyze what you see like a good scien-
tist and maybe make observations about the type of clouds passing before your 
eyes or movement of the sun as it dips below the horizon. You appreciate the 
balance of a composition before you, or perhaps the stubborn tenacity of the 
Earth’s rotation.

3. Finally, you begin watching. This is where you pause and see more than 
you merely see with your eyes. This is a kind of depth-watching that often births 
newness and “aha” moments.

Advent leads us to Bethlehem, that well-known, storied town of few vacan-
cies and midnight births. Search your world for new images that might bring 
extraordinariness to the ordinariness. Practice “visio-divina.”

— M.N. 



Saturday, Dec. 16
Stay-Power
Matthew 24:1-14

This past year has seen a lot of turmoil and strife reported locally and world-
wide: earthquakes, the threat of nuclear war, seemingly unending tropical 

storms, teenagers flipping cars that snuff out their lives, and on and on and on. 
Tragedies have occurred in all generations; chaos can run rampant in the 

world, threatening those who come into contact with it.
And thus the fear: What does it all mean for us?
We can point to various people allegedly speaking for God (who are actually 

listening to their own inner voices), who make up all kinds of things about trag-
edies and say things such as, “It’s God’s will, these people had to die to make 
way for God’s coming rule … yada, yada, yada.”

The “litmus test” for what is of God is whether it aligns with Grace and Mer-
cy that are God.

Here in scripture we find words to calm our fears, words to help reorient our 
attention, away from dwelling on those things that we cannot control to those 
that we can: our hope. The Word is a major portion of a faith connection with 
the One who became flesh and broke into what can be a chaotic world to bring 
a new focus to the lives of those who believe. 

Through a lens of hopefulness and trust, that despite what might be going 
on around us there is “more,” by way of Grace and Mercy waiting to hold us 
close, God in Christ gives to us the ability for “staying with it,” for keeping the 
faith and knowing its benefit in and through us.

People and their accomplishments may seek to impress us, and surely there 
are plenty of God-given talents and skills being put to great use. However, all of 
humanity’s achievements are like the chaff that the wind carries away; all subject 
to time and its effects. God, though, is timeless.

In the flesh, our Creator in the Christ has encouraged us all to “Stay with it 
to the end.” This is a nod to the impervious nature of the Divine that seeks to 
meet us where we are at all times, the One who can cut through the chaos and 
give us what we need; for ourselves, and through us for others.

— A.B.



Sunday, Dec. 17
“It’s Not For You”
Luke 1:46-55

Mary’s song is not for me. If you live like most of us in America, it’s not for 
you, either. Every time I read this song, the words that stay with me are 

from verse 53: “He has filled the hungry with good things but sent the rich away 
empty.” A few chapters later, Jesus said, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me and 
anointed me to preach good news to the poor” (4:18). 

We have a theme. 
As I type these words on a computer that was probably made by people 

halfway around the world, who were likely paid less than a dollar a day, I know 
that I am not one of the people Mary was thinking of when she said, “God has 
filled the hungry with good things.” I am more like the rich that God has sent 
away empty. 

A few days ago, a colleague told me that he doesn’t like to preach about 
the words of Jesus because they’re “too strange.” I didn’t know what to say, but 
after some reflection, I realized that the words of Jesus are “too strange” be-
cause they weren’t written for him. The story of the birth, life, death, and resur-
rection of Jesus are good news for the poor. 

During Advent, we are reminded that we cannot possibly understand what 
it is like to walk in the shoes of Mary and Joseph, who were forced to stay in a 
barn on the night Jesus was born. We can’t understand a world where that is the 
best possible option.

Is there any hope for us? We cannot change the fact that we were born into 
privilege. Even if we gave up all of our possessions, it wouldn’t be the same, 
because then our poverty would be a choice. 

Most people have not been given that choice. What can be done? The best 
that we can do is to listen to be attentive to the struggles of the poor. We can 
listen to their voices. If we can do this, then a baby born in a barn might start to 
become real for us. Maybe the message of the beatitudes and the Sermon on 
the Mount will start to make sense. And maybe we will become a people with 
more compassion.

— T.J.D. 



Monday, Dec. 18
Put on Christ
Ephesians 6:10-17

One of the challenges of reading Scripture is coming to terms with imagery 
that doesn’t always resonate. This can be one of those passages. Paul uses 

a Roman soldier’s full battle dress to communicate a deeper truth about the 
Christian life. Thousands of years removed from his day, this illustration can leave 
us wanting. Roman soldiers no longer walk the streets, so we have to do our 
best to imagine things we are not so familiar with; and partly because the very 
idea of taking up arms does not resonate with many who follow Christ. So we 
are left thinking Paul was perhaps promoting a lifestyle that seems to go against 
the very Gospel that Jesus proclaimed. We all know Jesus told Peter to put his 
sword away, yet here Paul seems to be telling us to take it up.

But maybe that wasn’t at all what Paul was getting at. You see, right in the 
passage, Paul is clear that we are not at war with other human beings, so he 
is not in any way sanctioning a military approach to the Christian experience. 
Furthermore, in his description of being ready to stand firm against evil, he calls 
the Good News the Gospel of Peace. Maybe he was simply using language that 
his immediate audience would have easily recognized. This was the time when 
Rome’s reach was exhaustive, and there was not a person whom Paul’s writings 
may have reached that did not know what a Roman soldier looked like. Perhaps, 
then, we should not get caught up in the illustration but find our hope in the 
substance of the underlying message.

At Advent, we await the coming of the Christ Child. Maybe Paul was writing 
about putting on this very Christ we await. He is the Truth (John 14:6). The only 
Righteousness we have is His (I Cor. 1:30). He is Peace (Eph. 2:14). He is the 
author and perfecter and object of our Faith (Hebrews 12:2). He is our Salvation 
(Luke 2:30). And He is the Word of God about which all the words of Scripture 
are written (John 1:1).

Paul pronounces that this is exactly how we will stand when the day of evil 
arrives. I do not think it a stretch to understand that that day has arrived. It has 
always arrived. Every generation has days of unspeakable evil, and every human 
story has chapters of horror. So it is for us to put on Christ in our own stories so 
that we may stand for ourselves, and to put on Christ in the larger story of hu-
manity so that we may stand for this generation. For as in every day of evil, the 
world needs Truth to stop the lies; Righteousness to bring reconciliation; Peace 
to end war; Faith to stand when all seems lost; Salvation from all that destroys; 
the Word of love to end the hate.

— D.G.



Tuesday, Dec. 19
“To Be Salt of the Earth”
Psalm 125; 2 Kings 2:9-22; Acts 3:17-4:4

Once upon a time, there was a father who had two daughters. Calling them 
to him one day he said to them, “What is the sweetest thing in the world?”

“Sugar,” said the elder daughter.
“Salt,” said the younger.
The father was angry at the younger daughter’s answer. But his daughter 

stuck to it, and so her father said, “I won’t keep a daughter in my house who 
believes that salt is the sweetest thing in the world. You must leave me and seek 
another home.”

So the younger daughter left her father’s house and wandered here and 
there, suffering much hunger and cold, until at last she was befriended by the 
fairies. As she walked through a wood one day listening to the songs of the 
birds, a prince came hunting for deer, and when he saw her, he fell in love with 
her at once. She agreed to marry him, and a great banquet was prepared at the 
prince’s house. To this banquet, the bride’s father was bidden; but he did not 
know that the bride was his own daughter.

Now, at the wish of the bride, all the dishes were prepared without salt. So 
when the guests began to eat they found that the food was tasteless. At last one 
of them said, “There is no salt in the meat!”

And then all the guests said, “There is no salt in the meat!”
The bride’s father spoke the loudest of all. “Truly, salt is the sweetest thing in 

the world,” he said, “though, for saying so, I sent my own daughter away from 
my house, and shall never see her face again.”

Then the bride made herself known to her father, and fell on his neck and 
kissed him.

Today’s scripture amplifies the daughter’s truth, “Salt is the sweetest thing 
in the world!”  Which is why Jesus is quoted as saying “You are the salt of the 
earth.”  

You have within you the spirit that can enliven, a love that can transform life 
as you know it. In fact, your essence is that very same love. The Psalmist knows 
that essence as “trust.” The author of 2 Kings finds it in the very yearning of a 
son who wishes to hold a double portion of his father’s essence, especially as 
he bears witness to the end of his father’s earthly existence; an essence that 
bespeaks Elisha’s unfathomable mourning for his father, and the essence of the 
lesson behind the miraculous transformation of the water well. Even death does 
not have the power to poison the possibilities of abundant life for those who 
remember the source of life itself.  

During this advent season, may we pause with thanksgiving, as heirs of all 
the prophets, and remember the gift of love and life that is our responsibility to 



Wednesday, Dec. 20
People of Zion Mountain
Psalm 125, Malachi 3:16-4:6, Mark 9:9-13

Those who trust in God
    are like Zion Mountain:
Nothing can move it, a rock-solid mountain
    you can always depend on.
Mountains encircle Jerusalem,
    and God encircles his people—
    always has and always will.
           The Message

The psalmist uses anything and everything to describe God and God’s being 
in the world. There was literally nothing that could not be used to describe 

the greatness of love, the vastness of care, and the tenacity of God’s compas-
sion. The more domestic, local, and native the symbol, the better, for with great-
er recognition, the sooner one understood its meaning.

Mother Teresa wrote: “We need to find God, and he cannot be found in 
noise and restlessness. God is the friend of silence. See how nature — trees, 
flowers, grass — grows in silence; see the stars, the moon and the sun, how they 
move in silence … . We need silence to be able to touch souls.”

Looking around and casting his eyes on Mount Zion, immediately the moun-
tain became an image of God and human relationship. Something about its 
upright, steeled rock formation, with deep cuts and jagged ridges, spoke to the 
poet about world-worn trust, hewn out of life experience. This trust, when set 
“right” in the soil of God himself, became “our help in ages past” and a “hope 
for years to come.” No need to get fancy. No need to go to places outside of his 
world. The mountain in his backyard said it best.

What are the mountains, rivers, lakes, streams, hills, trees, bushes, flowers, 
colors, and valleys that say it best for you? Is there a poet dying for expression 
in your Advent backyard?               — M.N.

use to transform the world into a habitable place for all living beings. And may 
we remember to use our gifts with great care, even in the presence of those 
who would persecute us for our faithful witness to awaken to the reality that we 
are all “salt of the earth.”   

— A.R.P.



Thursday, Dec. 21
Wisdom
Luke 1:39-48a

Growing up, many of us were taught to be independent thinkers, to learn to 
reason and make sense of things for ourselves and not be swayed by others 

in “following the crowd.”
One of the side-effects of this type of encouragement is that we can turn a 

bit prideful in our accomplishments and feeling of self-worth, and disregard oth-
er means of thinking, rationalizing, and making sense of things.

Mary, as a young teenager, was somewhat innocent by all accounts when 
she was approached by the angel Gabriel and told about her impending preg-
nancy by the Spirit of God. She accepted the situation and made the best of it 
through trust in God.

Mary’s was a young wisdom, understanding the “greatness,” the inestima-
ble breadth and depth of Love with purpose and hope for humanity and the 
cosmos. This scripture paints the picture of God’ mysterious ways, where even 
womb-bound children communicate with joy that is of the Almighty.

Sometimes, even many times, we would do well to make space in our pre-
sumed human understanding to stand in awe of the unknown, Who is Grace and 
Mercy, the power and hope that is not earthly centered, but seeks to lift us up 
within a wider knowledge and wisdom.

May we in this season, and throughout the year, make space for growing 
into the wisdom and understanding that is greater than ourselves and seeks to 
help us make sense (and be at ease and thankful) of our eternity, and temporary 
existence in this Earthly realm.

— A.B.

Friday, Dec. 22
“Enemies”
Hebrews 5:1-14

“To which of the angels did God ever say, ‘Sit at my right hand until I make 
your enemies a footstool for your feet?’” The author of Hebrews is quoting 

from Psalm 110. It might surprise you to learn that during the time of Paul and 
for years after that, this was a favorite Psalm for many of the early churches scat-
tered around the Mediterranean. 



Saturday, Dec. 23
This Can’t Be The Messiah
John 7:40-52

Since the story started, we have always stumbled over Jesus being the Mes-
siah — often to the point of creating Messiahs that look nothing like this 

humble peasant in Scripture. But maybe that is just it. Maybe the humility of the 
Christ is just too offensive for our own misplaced desire to be more than human. 
Maybe our brokenness has caused us to somehow be ashamed of being human 
and reach out to be something other. So of course, we rationalize, Jesus could 
not be God.

But the very idea of Incarnation — as told in the Christian story — is a study 
in humility. Perhaps embracing that humility could open us up to a greater mys-
tery: living in the real power of grace, mercy and love, and not chasing the myth 
of something else. I suppose God could have chosen to come among us in any 

We like to think of the Christian message as a nice story that teaches us 
about some vague notions of love and gratitude. But Jesus was born into a com-
plex world. Advent is a time to wait for a day when we celebrate the birth of a 
child. But that isn’t the whole story. Mary and Joseph lived in a place where the 
Romans had been oppressing them for generations. At the whim of an empire 
that was drunk with power, they were forced to travel late in the pregnancy. 
After the birth, they were forced to flee their homes and go to Egypt to escape 
a thug-turned-king who wanted to kill their child. Mary, Joseph, and Jesus had 
enemies. There are many who would like for Christian faith to be a message that 
fills us with love and gratitude. That kind of message is safe, and it offends no 
one. But if we follow the story of Jesus, we learn quickly that the message is so 
much more than that. As we read Scriptures of Advent, we are reminded that 
the story of Jesus is grounded in the joys and tragedies of the real world. It is an 
ancient story that is also our story. 

The story of the powerful oppressing the poor has repeated itself through-
out history. Mary and Joseph are all of us. Herod seems always to be on the 
throne. As in the time of Jesus, we live in a world that is filled with unthinkable 
evil. But we are also full of hope. God is bending the world toward righteous-
ness and justice by God’s divine action and the good work of his people. 

All these years later we are still working and waiting. Come, Lord Jesus. 
—T.J.D.



form, but instead it was as a human. Why? I suggest He became human to affirm 
— to approve — our humanity; to re-humanize humans, if you will; to give us 
back our humanity. Iranaeus of the second century wrote, “The glory of God is 
a human being fully alive.” God took great joy in the humanity He had created, 
calling the created world “very good,” only after we were formed. When we 
broke and forsook that humanity, God figured out a way to fix it and give it back.

Maybe this is why St. John’s Incarnation story does not take place in Bethle-
hem but in Cana. Jesus attends a country wedding, and while there goes around 
the backside of the bar and restocks the empty shelves with the most spectacu-
lar wine that anyone has ever tasted! That is as challenging to believe as a baby 
in a manger. God in full human-being form chooses to first reveal Himself to a 
bunch of ordinary humans at a wedding and celebrates their humanity. In so do-
ing, He gave them back their humanity. He is trying to give us back ours.

The question is: Are we willing to receive it? Are we willing to move beyond 
our desire to be other, beyond the shame of our broken humanity, and simply 
receive the love God offers? Can we leave all we think we know, and just say to 
God, ‘If You were born in a barn, and chose to do your first miracle at a wedding 
in Cana, perhaps we have been wrong. Perhaps we have been proud. Perhaps 
we need to allow you to lead, and we, to simply follow.’ For, as J.B. Philips 
wrote, “We are celebrating no beautiful myth, no lovely piece of traditional 
folklore, but a solemn fact. God has been here once historically, but, as millions 
will testify, He will come again with the same silence and the same devastating 
humility into any human heart willing to receive Him.”

Thanks be to God.
—D.G.

Sunday, Dec. 24
“Home, Sweet Home”
2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16;  Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26; Romans 16:25-27; Luke 1:26-38  

There is an old Hasidic Jewish tale about a man who lived in Prague. He 
dreamt one night that he should journey to Vienna. There, under a bridge 

leading to the King’s palace, he would find a buried treasure.
For many nights, the dream recurred, until he decided to leave his family and 

travel to Vienna to claim his treasure. But he found the bridge heavily guarded. 
Every day the poor man spent hours watching and waiting for his chance.

After a few weeks, one of those guarding the bridge grabbed him and 



yelled, “What are you doing here? Why do you keep coming here every day?” 
Frightened, he told the guard about his dream. When he finished, the guard 
starting laughing.

The poor man was terrified, not knowing how to take the guard’s reaction. 
Finally, the guard calmed down and said, “What a foolish thing to believe in 
dreams. If I believed in them, I would headed to Prague. For last night I had a 
dream that a poor man in that city has a treasure buried under his stove!”

The poor man returned home. He dug up his kitchen and found the treasure.  
On this day, when many gather to celebrate Christmas Eve, we pause to 

remember the dream that lead to this holy night, a dream of awakening to divine 
love; of bearing and birthing that divine gift, and of the awakening in others of the 
presence and potential of that love. It, too, is a story of a journey, a homecoming; 
a story of unexpected timing, of hospitality and hope. It is a time of trepidation 
and faith. It is a time of wanting and celebration, when the gift of life and love are 
greeted with poetic pondering; when fear is greeted with compassion, when the 
possibility of new life is made real. When we awaken to treasures that transform 
our homes into places of wonder, joy and love, all the while remembering that it is 
not presents, but presence that makes this night a holy night.              — A.R.P.

Proclamation
Isaiah 52:7-10, Psalm 98, Hebrews 1:1-4 (5-12), John 1:1-18

I can’t begin to read John 1 without remembering my first homiletics course, now 
30 long years ago. The focus was on the public reading of scripture. Everyone 

was assigned a text to read before the group, followed by class critique. Ger-
ry Daniels was native Alaskan from Soldotna. He stood all of five-foot-five and 
spoke English in the halting cadence of his tribe’s dialect. I spent three summers 
commercial salmon fishing in Alaska, so was familiar with the rhythm and speech 
pattern, for when monitoring the radio and a native fisherman hit good fishing, 
he/she would inevitably go into their native language so as not to tip off “En-
glish only” speakers as to where the fish decided to show up.

Gerry was assigned John 1:1-18, but instead of reading, he proclaimed it - 
from memory. It was sumptuous —– a virtual feast of the text. “In the beginning 
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. … All things 
came into being through him, and without him nothing came into being. What 

Monday, Dec. 25



has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.” He 
continued through verse 18: “No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, 
who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.”

No critique followed. It would have been out of place – wrong, even, for in 
his proclamation, we had all, huddled in that old, sterile classroom, experienced 
an incarnation.

I’m glad John is the one we end with on this Advent journey. John saw 
things differently from the other gospel writers. The others have their distinctive 
markings and perspectives on the life of this one we celebrate today, but they 
all followed the basic storyline. John saw/experienced the Jesus event in such 
a dramatically different and unique way that the only way he could capture and 
get things down on paper was through poetry, art, and images of the heart. 
Notice that Jesus is never mentioned by name but is communicated in poetic, 
mysterious syntax that animates and leaves one wanting more. This life and light 
that is now with us is one both of private devotion and cosmic reality. Eugene 
Peterson, author of “The Message,” writes in his introduction to the New Testa-
ment:

The arrival of Jesus signaled the beginning of a new era. God entered 
history in a personal way, and made it unmistakably clear that he is on 
our side, doing everything possible to save us. It was all presented and 
worked out in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. It was, and is, 
hard to believe — seemingly too good to be true.

Today is not a day for a flat reading of this incredible event, it is a day of 
proclamation, a day for savoring mysterious words that drive you deep into the 
internal recesses of your soul. Cherish the words. Let them wash over you and 
the world you live in. But above all, let it be a sumptuous feast of incarnation 
that really is “seemingly too good to be true.”  

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word 
was God.”

Alleluia, Amen
— M.N.

 



Rev. Andrew H. Borden, Pastor
Zion Lutheran Church

 
Rev. T.J. Demarco, Pastor
First Presbyterian Church  

Rev. David Gentleman, Pastor
Cana Community Church

 
Rev. Mark Nilson, Senior Pastor

Salem Covenant Church  
 

Rev. Aaron Payson, Pastor
The Unitarian Universalist Church of Worcester

 




