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First Sunday in Advent
November 30

Therefore, you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour
you do not expect. Matthew 24:44

Advent is the beginning of the church year, so | guess | can say “Happy New
Church Year!” This new church year starts with a wake-up call. Get ready.
Jesus is coming! We don’t know when, but get ready. Though this is the
beginning of the church year, the readings for this day point to the end of
time with their apocalyptic images and calls to “get ready.”

We have chosen “Blue Advent” for our theme this year. Whenever | hear
Blue Advent or Blue Christmas, | think of the song by Elvis Presley where he
sings “I'll have a blue Christmas without you.” Many of us feel the same
way. Someone we love may be missing from our table and our Advent
preparations this year. Someone might be gone from our sight as we get
ready to celebrate Christmas. Maybe you’re like me, missing family
members and feeling sad or blue. It can be hard to be festive when our
hearts are broken.

How can we get ready when we don’t want to or feel like we can’t? Well,
we can just show up and pray that Jesus will help us to be ready for
whatever is to come. We can be honest about our feelings and share them
with someone we trust. We can await with hope and longing for better
days ahead.

We can trust and believe that when the Son of Man comes, even though
we might not expect it and we might not be fully ready for it, Jesus is ready
for us. When the Son of Man comes, it will mark the end of the world as we
know it and it will also mark the beginning of something far better. Swords
will be turned into plowshares, there will be no more mourning, crying or
pain. There will be peace in our homes, in our hearts and in our world.

Holy Jesus, You are the one for whom we wait. As we enter into this Advent
season, help us to be ready to receive You in new ways. Open our hearts to
Your word and Your will in our lives. Be with those who mourn and give
them comfort in the promise of the resurrection to eternal life. In Jesus’
name we pray. Amen.



Monday, December 1

If the LORD had not been on our side - let Israel say—? if the LORD had not
been on our side when people attacked us, 3they would have swallowed us
alive when their anger flared against us; 4 the flood would have engulfed us,
the torrent would have swept over us, °the raging waters would have
swept us away. é Praise be to the LORD, who has not let us be torn by their
teeth. 7 We have escaped like a bird from the fowler’s snare; the snare has
been broken, and we have escaped. 8 Our help is in the name of the LORD,
the Maker of heaven and earth. Psalm 124

Have you ever thanked the Lord for escaping something? | know | have,
many times. | think if the Lord had not been watching over me, helping me,
directing me, who knows what would have happened!

| remember when | was driving on the freeway and could see a semi
coming down the entrance ramp, getting ready to get on the freeway.
There was a little red car in front of the truck and | was in the lane they
were going to merge into. There was traffic all around me so | didn’t think |
had anywhere to go. The red car pulled right in front of me without looking
so | had to swerve into the left lane, which had opened up and then went
into the ditch. It is not easy driving in the ditch! The semi stopped and it
seemed like | had a wall of angels stopping all the other cars as | drove out
of the ditch and spun around to the other side of the road. It was very scary
and | was so thankful the Lord was watching over me and the semi driver
had stopped. Nothing happened, nobody got hurt and | was fine, too.
Whew.

God is the one who helps us all. God breaks the snare for the birds and God
breaks the snare for us. God alone is the one who can help us in times of
need. Praise God.

How can you thank the Lord for all the ways you have escaped something
terrible or dangerous? Maybe you could write God a thank you note. Or,
say a prayer of thanks. You might sing a song of thanks to God for all the
ways the Lord has watched over you your entire life.

O Lord, thank you for all the ways You watch over us every day. Thank you
for protecting us, leading us, and providing for us a way out of danger. We
thank you and praise Your holy name! In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.



Tuesday, December 2

And God said, “This is the sign of the covenant | am making between me
and you and every living creature with you, a covenant for all generations
to come: 31 have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the
covenant between me and the earth. ** Whenever | bring clouds over the
earth and the rainbow appears in the clouds, **| will remember my
covenant between me and you and all living creatures of every kind. Never
again will the waters become a flood to destroy all life. 1 Whenever the
rainbow appears in the clouds, | will see it and remember the everlasting
covenant between God and all living creatures of every kind on the earth.”
Genesis 9:12-16

Technically speaking, a rainbow is an optical phenomenon where we see a
spectrum of light appearing in the sky. We can see them after it rains or
when there are water droplets in the air with sunlight shining through
them.

But in terms of our faith, rainbows are a sign of God’s covenant with Noah.
God set a rainbow in the clouds so that whenever Noah saw the rainbow,
he could remember the everlasting covenant between God and all living
creatures. God promised that there would never again be a flood that
would destroy all life.

God is faithful and God keeps promises forever. And yet, when | see
damage from floods, hurricanes, and typhoons, | wonder where the
rainbow is.

The image of the rainbow as a sign of God’s everlasting covenant can turn
into a sappy, bumper-sticker kind of faith. But instead of that, let’s look
beyond the rainbow to see how faithful God is, caring for the earth and all
that is in it. How might God be doing a new thing even in the midst of
floods, hurricanes or typhoons? God fulfills God’s promises even amid the
damage from climate change. When you see a rainbow, think about how
you might care for creation and all that is in it.

Creator God, You are faithful, You are everlasting and You are mighty. Pour
out Your love and mercy on our earth. Help us to do our part to care for it.
Be with all who are experiencing damage from storms and floods. Remind
them that You are there, bringing help even in the midst of the storm. In
Jesus’ blessed name we pray. Amen.



Wednesday, December 3

For the mountains may depart and the hills be removed, but my steadfast
love shall not depart from you, and my covenant of peace shall not be
removed, says the Lord, who has compassion on you. Isaiah 54:10

Earlier in this reading from Isaiah, we read: “For a brief moment, |
abandoned you, but with great compassion | will gather you. In overflowing
wrath for a moment, | hid my face from you, but with everlasting love | will
have compassion on you, says the Lord, your Redeemer.”

I've experienced some dark nights of the soul where | felt abandoned by
God or just that God was silent or absent. Maybe you have, too. Sometimes
those dark nights came when | was struggling about what to do next. Other
times, the dark nights came when | was exhausted and feeling a bit
unsettled or unsure in my faith. Other times, the dark nights just came like
an unexpected guest and moved in for the night. As hard as those dark
nights were, they were memorable and thankfully, they didn’t last forever.
Joy always came again. Sometimes it was several mornings later, but the
joy came when | again felt the presence of God.

Some people never feel the presence of God and that’s normal, too. It’s not
that you need to pray more or try harder; just know that sometimes we
don’t feel or sense the Lord’s presence.

The good news here is that God has great compassion on us. | hope you
trust or can feel or sense that loving compassion on you today. God
promises to wipe away our every tear so | hope you can feel God’s gentle
hand on your cheek right now, wiping away your tears.

God loves us with an everlasting love so even when we can’t feel it or sense
it, we can trust that it is there. God’s love is there even when we might feel
God’s absence more than God’s presence. God’s love continues throughout
our lives. God promises that God’s steadfast love will not depart from us.
Take heart in that good promise today.

Gracious and loving God, thank you for Your care and love for us always. In
times when we feel abandoned by You, remind us of Your presence. When
we need Your compassion, come close and wipe away our tears. Be present
with us through Your love and mercy. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.



Thursday, December 4

Salvation is near; wake from sleep. 1! Besides this, you know what time it is,
how it is already the moment for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is
nearer to us now than when we became believers; ? the night is far gone;
the day is near. Let us then throw off the works of darkness and put on the
armor of light; 13 let us walk decently as in the day, not in reveling and
drunkenness, not in illicit sex and licentiousness, not in quarreling and
jealousy. 1* Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for
the flesh, to gratify its desires. Romans 13:11-14

Oh, those pesky desires of the flesh. Greed, envy, jealousy, control, power,
fame, you name it. There are plenty. They seem so innocent at first. I'll just
buy one more pair of shoes (speaking from experience!) Or I'll just buy
another new car (in order to have a nicer, newer model than your
neighbor.) If | just move up one more rung on the company ladder, think of
how much power and fame I'll have then!

In this text from Romans, Paul is encouraging us to wake up. Put aside
those desires of the flesh and live into who Jesus has created us to be. He
wants us to throw off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.
Avoid the works of death and sin and live into the light that Christ gives.
What does that look like for you?

Each morning, you might think of “putting on Christ” before you get
dressed. You might want to highlight one of Christ’s attributes each day.
Today, you might put on the attribute of mercy. Tomorrow, you might
focus on grace or courage. As we walk through this Advent season, try on
these different attributes of Christ, along with the fruit of the Spirit: grace,
mercy, love, peace, joy, patience, kindness, goodness, generosity,
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control, prayer, hope.

At the end of each day, you might discard whatever desires of the flesh
don’t fit you anymore. Don’t put them in a give-away pile, those go in the
trash!

Holy Jesus, help us to wake up and walk in Your love every day. As we put
on Your attributes like grace, mercy, love, courage and faithfulness, help us
to toss out those sinful desires of the flesh. Keep us away from temptation
and lead us to the light of Your love. In Jesus’ holy name we pray. Amen.



Friday, December 5

2But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he
appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like washers’ soap; 3 he will sit as
a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and
refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the Lord in
righteousness. Malachi 3:2-3

Handel’s Messiah is one of my favorite pieces of music. It was composed by
George Frederic Handel in 1741 using texts from the King James Bible.
Though it was not widely loved then, it is now and you can often hear
choirs performing various parts of Messiah during Advent or Lent.

The verse from Malachi is the basis for the songs “But Who May Abide the
Day of His Coming?” and “He is Like a Refiner’s Fire.” You might take some
time today to find a recording and listen to songs 6 and 7 of Messiah. These
two songs work together with the first one asking the question of “who can
abide?” and the second one answering that “God will purify,” so that we
can abide the day of His coming.

Do you ever wonder about the day of Jesus’ coming again? We are
preparing to celebrate the birth of Jesus and that seems to elicit feelings of
joy and happiness. But sometimes when we think about the day of Jesus’
2" coming, we might feel anxious, nervous or afraid. Will we be able to
stand the day of His coming?

The sons of Levi, the priestly tribe, needed to be purified to carry out their
duties of offering sacrifices and serving God in the temple. Malachi
prophesies that God will purify these sons of Levi so that they may offer a
sacrifice of righteousness. This offering we now know of as Jesus.

As you think about the sons of Levi being purified and refined, how might
God be doing the same in you? What needs to be purified or refined?
Refining and purifying can be difficult processes to endure, but the end
result is beautiful, shiny and pure, like silver and gold.

Almighty God, You are powerful, just and omnipotent. Help us to endure the
day of Your coming as You refine us and purify us in Your love. Thank you
for Handel’s Messiah and the beautiful music that rings in our ears, full of
Your word. Purify us, refine us so that we might offer You all that we are. In
Jesus’ mighty name we pray. Amen.



Saturday, December 6

This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites
from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” 2° He confessed and did not
deny it, but he confessed, “I am not the Messiah.” John 1:19-20

Who are you? It’s a question that was asked of John the Baptist when he
was ministering and crying aloud in the wilderness. People were curious
about this man who was eating locusts and wild honey. He was preparing
the way of the Lord, but when asked who he was, he replied, “l am not the
Messiah.”

Sometimes we answer the question “Who are you?” with who we are NOT.
I am not a child. | am not a professional baseball player (surprised?) | am
not a guitar player. But that only gives part of the story, doesn’t it? Today
we are going to think about who we are; who we think we are and who
Jesus says we are. Below is a guided meditation to help with that:

Sit in a comfortable chair with your feet on the floor, your hands in your lap
and your eyes closed. Take a few deep breaths in and out.

Ask yourself: Who am I?
Let the answers pop into your head. Acknowledge them and listen to them.

Ask yourself again: Who am 1?
Let the answers come. You might get new answers, they might be the
same.

Now ask yourself: Who does Jesus say that | am?
Pay attention to these answers. Write them down if you can.

Sit in the silence for a few moments. Take a few deep breaths to close.
Then pray this prayer or one of your own:

Loving God, You have created me in Your image. Remind me that | am first
of all, Your beloved child, loved beyond measure. As we think about who we
are this week, we thank you for all the gifts, talents and roles we play.
Encourage us as we live into our whole selves and seek to follow You with
our whole hearts. In Jesus’ loving name we pray. Amen.



2"4 Sunday of Advent
Sunday, December 7

1In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea,
proclaiming, 2 “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 3 This is
the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, “The voice of one
crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths
straight.” ” Matthew 3:1-3

John the Baptist cried out in the wilderness, “Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven has come near!” Repent means to turn away from sin, to feel
remorse over something you have done, to change one’s mind or one’s
ways. Here are some words from our hymnal (the ELW pg. 240) to use if
you’d like to repent or do an individual confession and forgiveness at
home:

Holy God, holy and mighty, holy and immortal, have mercy on me.
For self-centered living, and for failing to walk with humility and

gentleness...

For longing to have what is not mine, and for a heart that is not at rest with
myself...

For misuse of human relationships, and for unwillingness to see the image
of God in others...

For jealousies that divide families and nations, for rivalries that create strife
and warfare...

For reluctance in sharing the gifts of God, and for carelessness with the
fruits of creation...

For hurtful words that condemn, and for angry deeds that harm...

For idleness in witnessing to Jesus Christ, and for squandering the gifts of
love and grace...

Holy God, holy and mighty, holy and immortal, have mercy on us.

In the name of Jesus Christ, your sins are forgiven. Almighty God strengthen
you in all goodness and bring you to everlasting life. In Jesus’ name. Amen.



Monday, December 8

May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, give deliverance to the
needy, and crush the oppressor. Psalm 72:4

This psalm is a prayer for a king, that would have been used at the king’s
coronation or other anniversary celebration. The prayer includes a request
for the king’s long life and well-being, and also for the just treatment of the
people.

Jim Wallis, founding editor of Sojourners magazine, seems to echo this
psalm when he writes, “The Bible insists that the best test of a nation’s
righteousness is how it treats the poorest and most vulnerable in its
midst.”

How is the United States living up to the prayer of Psalm 72? How might we
as individuals and a nation defend the cause of the poor, give deliverance
to those in need or crush the oppressor? These are difficult times and
difficult tasks.

As you pray for our nation and the leaders of our city, state, nation and
world, you could include this petition from Psalm 72. Maybe you can pray it
this way:

Gracious God, hear the cries of your people, especially those who are poor
and downtrodden. Deliver those who are in need this day. Free those who
are bearing the burden of injustice and oppression. Amen.

Let’s all work to defend the cause of those who are poor by listening to
those who live on the margins and using our power and privilege for the
good of all. Let’s all work to give deliverance to those in need by providing
food, clothing, shelter. Let’s all work to rid those things that oppress us,
and remove whatever prevents justice, peace and fullness of life for all.

What happens when we do? Righteousness will flourish and peace will
abound for all, who will be precious and who will blossom like grass on the
field. May it be so.

Loving Creator, there are many among us who are in need. Help us to use
our gifts to provide for them. Guide leaders of all nations to hear those cries
and free all from injustice and oppression. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.



Tuesday, December 9

When the poor and needy seek water, and there is none, and their tongue is
parched with thirst, | the Lord will answer them, | the God of Israel will not
forsake them. 8] will open rivers on the bare heights and fountains in the
midst of the valleys; | will make the wilderness a pool of water and the dry
land springs of water. | will put in the wilderness the cedar, the acacia,
the myrtle, and the olive; | will set in the desert the cypress, the plane and
the pine together, ?°so that all may see and know, all may consider and
understand, that the hand of the Lord has done this, the Holy One of Israel
has created it. Isaiah 41:17-20

There are so many things to lament these days. | sometimes take a break
from the news as | get upset by all the things that are happening. This year,
during our Blue Advent, we are taking time to lament all the things that
disturb us. All the things that are wrong in our lives, in our world, in our
time.

Isaiah 41 describes a situation to lament. No water for those who are poor
or needy. Tongues parched with thirst. Ugh! Many in our world are thirsty
for justice and parched for lack of peace. We know that someday the Lord
will open the rivers and bring forth springs of water. But now, we lament.
Let’s bring all of our complaints to God. Go ahead, make a list and talk to
God. I'll wait. Then say these words out loud:

Holy God, you are mighty and your love is everlasting. We come to you
today with all of our laments, all of the things we think are wrong in our
world, all the ways where justice and peace are lacking, We pray for all
those who are hungry and thirsty. Hear our laments and cries to you. We
need your help, O God!

Sit in that space as long as you desire, as you breathe deeply.

Now say these words from Isaiah: “I the Lord will answer them, | the God of
Israel will not forsake them. ‘81 will open rivers on the bare heights and
fountains in the midst of the valleys; | will make the wilderness a pool of
water and the dry land springs of water. 1°| will put in the wilderness the
cedar, the acacia, the myrtle, and the olive; | will set in the desert the
cypress, the plane and the pine together, ?°so that all may see and know, all
may consider and understand, that the hand of the Lord has done this, the
Holy One of Israel has created it.” May it be so. In Jesus’ name. Amen.



Wednesday, December 10

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow
out of his roots. 2 The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of
wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of
knowledge and the fear of the Lord. 3 His delight shall be in the fear of
the Lord. Isaiah 11:1-3

In Holy Baptism, these words are said over the newly baptized, right before
they are marked with the cross of Christ and sealed with the Holy Spirit.
The ELW describes Holy Baptism as when “the triune God delivers us from
the forces of evil, puts our sinful self to death, gives us new birth, adopts us
as children and makes us members of the body of Christ, the church.” We
are given three things in baptism: power over death and the deuvil,
forgiveness of sins, and the promise of everlasting life.

Jesus comes to us through water and the word at Baptism to mark us as
His. In this sacrament, the spirit of the Lord rests upon us with the spirit of
wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of
knowledge and the fear of the Lord, and the spirit of joy in God’s presence
both now and forever.

These words from Isaiah offer a sense of hope and peace, where a shoot
will come forth from the stump of Jesse and a branch will grow. The lion
will lay down with the lamb, the calf and the lion will feed together. In
other words, peace will come for all of God'’s creatures.

This shoot from Jesse, we call Jesus. But before that, people assumed this
was pointing to King Hezekiah. He had a lot going for him, but he was not
the shoot. Then a child was born for us who fulfilled this Scripture. We wait
with joyful anticipation of His second coming when we shall see the peace
that Isaiah prophesied about.

Until then, may the spirit of the Lord that rests on you bring about peace in
your life, in your neighborhood, in your world. May the wisdom and
understanding guide you. May the counsel and might equip you. May the
knowledge and awe of the Lord inspire you.

Holy Jesus, you are one who is and who is to come. Guide us by your Spirit
to bring about peace. In your holy name we pray. Amen.



Thursday, December 11

15So Naomi said to Ruth, “Look, your sister-in-law has gone back to her
people and to her gods; return after your sister-in-law.” 6 But Ruth said,
“Do not press me to leave you, to turn back from following you! Where you
go, | will go; where you lodge, | will lodge; your people shall be my people
and your God my God. 7 Where you die, | will die, and there will | be buried.
May the Lord do thus to me, and more as well, if even death parts me from
you!” ¥ When Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her, she said
no more to her. Ruth 1: 15-18

My husband and | had this Scripture read at our wedding. Even though
these words are spoken between a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, |
love the commitment to stay together. Ruth begged her mother-in-law not
to make her leave her. She promised to go where she went, to stay where
she stayed, even to die where she died. That is a strong commitment. It’s
similar to what we promise in marriage, for better or for worse.

Being part of a marriage, a family, a partnership takes commitment. It takes
work. No matter if you’re a single parent raising children or a couple who
has been married for 60 years, it takes time, energy, love and patience to
stay in it together.

Naomi was concerned that if Ruth stayed with her, she didn’t have
anything to offer. Her husband and sons were all dead and she had no way
to provide for her. But Ruth couldn’t bear leaving her and committed to
stay with her. Spoiler alert: it all works out in the end. But sometimes, we
don’t know that about our relationships or families. Will something happen
to change our commitment? Will something prevent us from staying
together? When the going gets rough, what are our choices? Sometimes
we are given a way out as the best option.

Prayer, love, hope, forgiveness and healing can all help. Whatever
relationships you hold dear, may God bless you and keep you close, as you
cling to each other as Ruth did to Naomi.

Loving and holy God, thank you for Your steadfast love and faithfulness.
Help us to be committed to our families and relationships. When things get
tough, encourage us with hope and love. Bless all marriages, partnerships
and families today. Bring healing, forgiveness, love and hope to all. In Jesus’
holy name we pray. Amen.



Friday, December 12

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring
good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free those who are oppressed, *°to
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Luke 4:18-19

The Advent Hymn “Hark! The Glad Sound” (ELW 239) was written by Philip
Doddridge and is our devotion for today. Philip Doddridge was born in
London in 1702 and wrote some four hundred hymn texts, generally to
accompany his sermons. This hymn is based on this reading from Luke 4,
where Jesus stood up to read the scroll and read these words. When He
finished reading, the eyes of all were on Him. He said, “Today this Scripture
has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

Jesus was anointed to bring good news to the poor. As you sing this hymn,
think about how Jesus has released you from things that held you captive.
Think about how Jesus has opened your eyes or set you free from
something that oppressed you. What good news has Jesus brought you?

If you don’t know the tune to “Hark! The Glad Sound,” just read the words
aloud. If you know it, sing it with all your heart!

Hark, the glad sound! the Savior comes, the Savior promised long!
Let ev'ry heart prepare a throne and ev'ry voice a song.

He comes the pris'ners to release, in Satan's bondage held;
The gates of brass before him burst, the iron fetters yield.

He comes the broken heart to bind, the bleeding soul to cure,
And with the treasures of his grace, to enrich the humble poor.

Our glad hosannas, Prince of Peace, your welcome shall proclaim,
And Heav’n’s eternal arches ring with your beloved name.

Holy Jesus, you are the Savior who comes to release the captives, give sight
to the blind, set free those who are oppressed, and proclaim the year of the
Lord’s favor. Thank you for your freedom and release from all the things
that bind and oppress us. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.



Saturday, December 13

May the God of steadfastness and encouragement grant you to live in
harmony with one another, in accordance with Christ Jesus, ¢ so that
together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ. May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing,
so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. Romans
15:5, 13

The Apostle Paul describes God as the God of steadfastness and
encouragement, as well as the God of hope. On the one hand, God is
faithful, always the same yesterday, today and forever, and encouraging,
being with us in the here and now. On the other hand, God is helping us to
trust in what we cannot see yet, that future filled with hope.

Most of what | know about God is from what I've learned from Scripture,
study, prayer and past experiences. We trust and believe that what God
promises and says is true because of what Scripture has said in the past and
what we experience as happening now. | can be hopeful because of who
God is and who God has been for me.

Paul is writing near the end of the book of Romans, and he has things he
wants to say before he heads to Rome. He writes to unite the community
as one, urging them to bear with one another and welcome each other. He
prays that God, whose steadfastness and encouragement are always
available, will help them to live in harmony with each other. He also prays
that the God of hope would fill them with all joy and peace in believing and
that the power of the Holy Spirit will fill them with peace.

These two statements, prayers or blessings from Paul might be something
you could use with your loved ones. Place your hand on their head and say:
May the God of steadfastness and encouragement grant you to live in
harmony with one another in accordance with Jesus Christ.

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you
may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Holy God, make it so. Bless us and keep us. In Jesus’ holy name. Amen.



34 Sunday of Advent
Sunday, December 14

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by
his disciples 3 and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to
wait for another?” 4 Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear
and see: ° the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, those with a skin
disease are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have
good news brought to them. ¢ And blessed is anyone who takes no offense
at me.” Matthew 11:2-11

John the Baptist was in prison, hearing about what Jesus was doing but
guestioning if He was the one he had been pointing to. He sent messengers
to ask, “Are you the one who is to come?” We, too, get like John at times
and want to know, “Are you the one sending me this message or is it
someone else?” Or, “Is this what you want me to do or is there something
else?”

In our prayer life and life of faith, we might be on the lookout for signs from
God. Signs to point us in the right direction. Signs that we’re on the right
path. Signs that it’s time to begin, to leave, to stay or to go. Life is a series
of choices and decisions, and it is helpful to have someone pointing the
way.

John the Baptist was the one pointing the way to Jesus, but then he
wondered if Jesus was the one or if there was someone else coming. The
signs might be clear and yet we still might have doubts. “Are you sure
about this, Jesus? Is this really it?”

When we have questions, we can look at the signs and listen carefully to
the message. Jesus told John to use these signs to know if it is from Jesus or
not: The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the ill are healed, the deaf
hear, the dead are raised and the poor receive good news. Then, you know
for sure you are in the presence of our dear Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
Go and follow him.

Holy Jesus, you are the Christ, the one in whom we put our hope and trust.

As we await your birth at Christmas, we pray for your guidance and wisdom
in decisions we make. Send us clear signs and messages we can understand.
Open our eyes and our hearts to you always. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.



Monday, December 15

A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean
shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God’s people; no traveler, not even
fools, shall go astray. ° No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous beast
come up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall walk
there. 2% And the ransomed of the Lord shall return and come to Zion with
singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and
gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. Isaiah 35:8-10

This Holy Way road sounds like a great place. | wonder if | can find it using
my GPS. Hmmm, no such road exists...yet. These words must have been a
balm for the weary souls of Judah. They had lost everything: their temple,
their land, their sovereignty. Things were awful for them. Yet, even in the
midst of this difficult time, there is hope. Isaiah proclaims that it won’t be
this way forever. The eyes of the blind will be opened, the deaf will hear,
the lame shall leap, and the tongue of the speechless will sing for joy.

All the destruction and losses will be gone and instead, there will be springs
of water and no ravenous beasts to devour them. They will walk on the
Holy Way, without going astray. They will eventually come back to Zion
with singing and everlasting joy.

Can you imagine losing everything you have, including the church? It would
be hard to have hope in the future or even imagine that there will be better
days ahead. And yet, here is this vision of a future filled with good things.
Sorrow and sighing shall flee away.

Whatever troubles you today, hold on to these words of promise from
Isaiah. Trust that we will walk on that Holy Way someday, with no need for
GPS, since we have Jesus.

Good and gracious God, thank you for Your words of hope and promise in
Scripture. Be with all who are suffering or experiencing loss today. Make
sorrow and sighing flee away. Guide us and encourage us. In Jesus’ name
we pray. Amen.



Tuesday, December 16

Be patient, therefore, brothers and sisters, until the coming of the Lord. The
farmer waits for the precious crop from the earth, being patient with it until
it receives the early and the late rains.  You also must be patient.
Strengthen your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near. ° Brothers and
sisters, do not grumble against one another, so that you may not be judged.
See, the Judge is standing at the doors! 1° As an example of suffering and
patience, brothers and sisters, take the prophets who spoke in the name of
the Lord. James 5:7-10

By this time in the season of Advent, | must admit that | get tired of being
patient! For the past few weeks, we have been told to be ready, to be
patient, to wait. And I’'m about ready for Christmas! Maybe that’s why
some people just can’t wait and start celebrating early.

The author of James tells us that the coming of the Lord is near. Now, this
book was written around 50 AD so that coming soon stuff is hard to
believe, right? Oops, he tells us not to grumble but to be patient. Alas, Ill
try again.

Then | remember how patient Jesus is with me. Uh, yeah, sorry | lost my
temper yesterday. Sorry | haven’t signed up to serve yet. Oh, and sorry | got
busy and forgot to do devotions yesterday. Uh, oh yeah, I'm sorry | ignored
my neighbor last week when they asked for my help. Ugh.

Patience is a good virtue to have but it’s a tough one to learn and practice.
I’'m not a fan of waiting in line or waiting for something. | know that good
things come to those who wait. But what is the point of patience anyway?
Let me learn that lesson, right now!

From the beginning of time, people have had to be patient, for God’s
timing is not our own. Still, God’s timing is always better than mine. | just
need to practice waiting and being patient. | guess that’s what this Advent
journey is all about after all. Blessings to you as you wait with patience!

Glorious God, You are eternal, omnipresent and out in the future ahead of
us. Help us to be patient, just as You are patient with us. Forgive us for all
the ways we fall short. Remind us that Your timing is perfect. In Jesus’ holy
and blessed name we pray. Amen.



Wednesday, December 17

But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to
your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will reward
you. Matthew 6:6

The Welcoming Prayer is a way to pray without ceasing. It’s the practice of
centering oneself, of letting go and surrendering to God in the midst of
daily life. It is similar to Centering Prayer.

This Welcoming Prayer was developed by Contemplative Outreach’s late
master teacher, Mary Mrozowski. It is based largely on the teaching and

wisdom of Fr. Thomas Keating, who was an American Catholic monk and

Trappist priest, along with the eighteenth-century work Abandonment to
Divine Providence by Jean-Pierre de Caussade.

When you need some solace or peace in your life, find a quiet place by
yourself to try this prayer. See if you can sit with this for a few minutes at
first, then try for 30 minutes or even an hour. People who do this regularly
say that it is something they need to do every day; it has become such an
important ritual.

Here is “The Welcoming Prayer”. It might be helpful to take a few deep
breaths, find a comfortable position and then pray this prayer.

Welcome, welcome, welcome. | welcome everything that comes to me
today, because | know it's for my healing.

| welcome all thoughts, feelings, emotions, persons, situations, and
conditions.

I let go of my desire for power and control.

I let go of my desire for affection, esteem, approval, and pleasure.

I let go of my desire for survival and security.

I let go of my desire to change any situation, condition, person or myself.

| open to the love and presence of God and God's action within. Amen.
Let us pray: Holy God, we welcome everything that comes to us today and

open ourselves into the love and presence of You and Your action within. In
Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.



Thursday, December 18

But that same night the word of the LORD came to Nathan, * “Go and tell my
servant David: Thus says the LORD: Are you the one to build me a house to
live in? 61 have not lived in a house since the day | brought up the people of
Israel from Egypt to this day, but | have been moving about in a tent and a
tabernacle. ? Wherever | have moved about among all the people of Israel,
did I ever speak a word with any of the tribal leaders of Israel, whom |
commanded to shepherd my people Israel, saying, ‘Why have you not built
me a house of cedar?’ & Now therefore thus you shall say to my servant
David: Thus says the LORD of hosts: | took you from the pasture, from
following the sheep to be prince over my people Israel, °and | have been
with you wherever you went and have cut off all your enemies from before
you, and | will make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones
of the earth. *° And | will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant
them, so that they may live in their own place and be disturbed no more,
and evildoers shall afflict them no more, as formerly, * from the time that |
appoint judges over my people Israel, and | will give you rest from all your
enemies. Moreover, the LORD declares to you that the LORD will make you a
house. 2 Samuel 7:4-11

This is one of my favorite stories in Scripture because it includes a pun
around the word “house” in the Hebrew language. Dr. Mark Throntveit,
one of my former professors at Luther Seminary, has a great video
explaining this. | encourage you to watch it if you get a chance. House can
mean four things in Hebrew: the dwelling where David lives, the family
where David came from, the temple David wants to build for God, and the
dynasty God wants to build for David.

King David wanted to build God a house, a temple, in which God would
dwell. But God said “no.” God wants to build David a house, a dynasty, so
that there would always be someone from his family on the throne. When
that eventually wasn’t true anymore, the people of Israel turned their hope
to a Messiah, who would be on the throne forever. We know that Messiah
as Jesus, the one who is coming.

Faithful and loving God, Your promises are true, and You are faithful
always. Help us to discover how You are faithful to us today. Thank you for
King David and the dynasty on the throne fulfilled in Jesus. When You tell us
“No” to our plans, remind us that Your ways are always better than ours. In
Jesus’ blessed name we pray. Amen.


https://enterthebible.org/video/a-house-for-david-2-samuel-7

Friday, December 19

Therefore, the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is
with child and shall bear a son and shall name him Immanuel. Isaiah 7:14

“O Come, O Come Emmanuel” (ELW 257) is a beautiful Advent hymn
written by J. M. Neale, who was born in London in 1818. Though he was
always in ill health, he was very productive, improving social conditions in
his area. Neale claimed no rights to his texts and was pleased that his
translations could contribute to hymnody as the "common property of
Christendom." This hymn has a haunting melody that fits right into our Blue
Advent theme. Here are four verses of the hymn, with the refrain sung
after each verse:

O come, O come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel
That mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear.

Refrain: Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

O come, O Wisdom from on high, embracing all things far and nigh;
In strengthened beauty come and stay; teach us your will and guide our
way.

O come, O Branch of Jesse, free your own from Satan’s tyranny;
From depths of hell your people save, and give them vict’ry o’er the grave.

O come, O Key of David, come, and open wide our heavenly home;
Make safe the way that leads on high, and close the path to misery.

O come, O Dayspring, come and cheer; O sun of justice now draw near
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night, and deaths’ dark shadow put to flight.

O come, O King of nations, come, O cornerstone that binds in one:
Refresh the hears that long for you;, restore the broken, make us new.

O come, O come Emmanuel. Be God with us today. Bring us comfort, be our
King of peace. Open wide our heavenly home. Teach us the ways we should
go. Turn our darkness into light. O come, O come Emmanuel. In Jesus’ name
we pray. Amen.



Saturday, December 20

“My soul magnifies the Lord, “’and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, * for
he has looked with favor on the lowly state of his servant. Surely from now
on all generations will call me blessed, *° for the Mighty One has done great
things for me, and holy is his name; *°indeed, his mercy is for those who
fear him from generation to generation. >* He has shown strength with his
arm; he has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.>? He has
brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the lowly; 3 he
has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty. >* He
has come to the aid of his child Israel, in remembrance of his mercy,

55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to
his descendants forever.” Luke 1:46-55

Today is International Solidarity Day, a day to celebrate the world’s unity in
diversity. Mary’s song “The Magnificat” is appropriate to read, pray or sing
today. In her song, Mary thanks God for looking with favor on her. Now,
she was a young unwed woman who is now with child, who came into
being through the Holy Spirit. That’s a lot to take in! But she trusts that
God’s plan continues from generation to generation and that she will from
now on be called blessed.

Mary magnifies God in this beautiful song. She sings about how God has
lifted up the lowly and filled the hungry with good things. There is solidarity
in this song, unity in diversity. There are rich and poor. Powerful and lowly,
hungry and full, God has come to the aid of his child Israel. Mary trusts that
God’s promises are true for her just as they have been for her ancestors
and will be to her descendants forever.

As you think about how God’s promises have been true in your life, how
might you sing a song to magnify, or glorify the Lord? Maybe you could
draw a picture, write a poem or tell a story about how God has been good
and faithful to you. In honor of solidarity, how might you find unity in
diversity today?

Majestic God, You are holy, You are amazing, You are faithful and You are
just. Thank you for all the ways You have blessed us and our ancestors and
how You will bless our descendants after us. Help us to find unity in
diversity. We praise You and magnify Your name! In Your holy name. Amen.



4th Sunday of Advent
Sunday, December 21

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother
Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was
found to be pregnant from the Holy Spirit. *° Her husband Joseph, being a
righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to
divorce her quietly. 2° But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of
the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not
be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from
the Holy Spirit. 2 She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he
will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what had
been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 23 “Look, the virgin shall
become pregnant and give birth to a son, and they shall name him
Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.” 2* When Joseph awoke from
sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his
wife %> but had no marital relations with her until she had given birth to a
son, and he named him Jesus. Matthew 1:18-25

Emmanuel or Immanuel both mean the same thing: God with us.
Emmanuel is Greek and Immanuel is Hebrew so either way, God is with us.

| like to read the beginning of each of the four gospels in Advent to see how
different Jesus’ birth narratives are. Matthew includes the disgrace Joseph
felt about having a pregnant fiancé. He also describes how God spoke to
him in a dream and commanded him to take her as his wife. God will
continue to speak to him in a dream to keep baby Jesus safe from King
Herod. Mark and John are brief, while Luke has all the trappings of a
Christmas movie with shepherds, angels and singing.

Reading each one of them gives us a more complete picture of Jesus, and
the environment into which He was born. | wonder how the gospel would
be written if Jesus were to come as a baby today. Would people even
notice? Would He be sent back from where He came? Would He do
different types of miracles, or would He turn over the tables in the temple?
No matter when He comes and what He does, He is Emmanuel, God with
us.

Emmanuel, You are God with us. Be our comfort and peace, be our help and
our hope. Continue to speak to us in dreams and through other people. Help
us to follow You always. In Jesus’ holy name we pray. Amen.



Monday, December 22

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the
gospel of God, 2which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the
holy scriptures, 3the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from
David according to the flesh #and was declared to be Son of God with
power according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead,
Jesus Christ our Lord, ®through whom we have received grace and
apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the gentiles for
the sake of his name, ¢including you who are called to belong to Jesus
Christ, 7 To all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints: Grace to
you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Romans 1:1-7

In this introductory passage from Romans, Paul describes how he is called
to be an apostle, to be set apart for the gospel of God. Paul wants to make
sure his audience knows that he has changed. He is no longer persecuting
the church as Saul; he has been transformed and called to the gospel of
Jesus Christ.

Why is it important to be called to something? Whether it is teaching,
preaching, serving, fixing, cleaning or singing, we may all feel called to do
what it is we were created to do. The call is important on those days when
we might question what we’re doing and why. The call is important to
sustain us and encourage us for the ministry ahead.

We might be transformed by an encounter with Christ and then be called
to do something, like it was for Paul. We might be called first and then
transformed by living into that call. When people say, “I feel like | was born
to do this,” | think they have been created and called to do that very thing.

No matter what our role is in life, we are all called to belong to Jesus Christ.
He is the one who calls, equips and leads us to our various callings. He is
also the one who sustains us, encourages us and works through us for the
glory of God.

Holy and loving God, You call us and create us to do Your work in the world.
When we are struggling, remind us that You have called us for this purpose.
When we are succeeding, remind us that it is You who work through us to
accomplish Your purpose. In Jesus’ holy name we pray. Amen.



Tuesday, December 23

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. € For a child has been
born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders, and he is
named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of
Peace. 7 Great will be his authority, and there shall be endless peace for the
throne of David and his kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with justice
and with righteousness from this time onward and forevermore. The zeal of
the Lord of hosts will do this. Isaiah 9:2, 6-7

Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. We made it this far through this Blue Advent
season of waiting and preparing. This text from Isaiah talks about walking
in darkness, in deep darkness. As we enter into the darkest days of the
year, the darkness can seem to be oppressive and crushing. Yet, we are
coming to a turning point where the daylight hours begin to lengthen. The
light, Jesus, has come into the darkness and the darkness has not overcome
it.

A child has been born for us, a Son given to us. All authority rests upon His
little shoulders. As you celebrate on Christmas Eve, think about all the
names for Jesus that are mentioned in this text. Wonderful Counselor,
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Perhaps you have other
names for Jesus like: Savior, Lord, King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Messiah,
Emmanuel, Redeemer, Son of God, Christ, Lamb of God, Bread of Life.

Yes, my friends, on us light has shined. There will be peace, there will be
joy, there will be justice and righteousness. As you celebrate this good
news, may you see peace, joy, justice and righteousness shine through the
cracks of our dark and dreary world. Let us continue to live in the light of
our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. May the one who is name above all
names, bless you and keep you, now and forever.

Good and gracious God, thank you for loving us so much that You gave Your
only Son, Jesus Christ into our dark world. Thank you for the light that
shines on us. Help us to celebrate this good news with everyone we meet.
May the Lord of Lords, Prince of Peace and King of Kings continue to bless
us and be near to us all the days of our lives. We praise You and celebrate
this Christmas! In Jesus’ holy name. Amen.



Christmas Eve — Nativity of our Lord Wednesday, December 24

In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world
should be registered. 2 This was the first registration and was taken while
Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3 All went to their own towns to be
registered. 4 Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to
Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended
from the house and family of David. ® He went to be registered with Mary,
to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. ¢ While they were
there, the time came for her to deliver her child. ? And she gave birth to her
firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger,
because there was no place in the guest room. 8 Now in that same region
there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by
night. ° Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the
Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. ° But the angel said to
them, “Do not be afraid, for see, | am bringing you good news of great joy
for all the people: 1 to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who
is the Messiah, the Lord. *2 This will be a sign for you: you will find a child
wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” 3 And suddenly there
was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and
saying, ¥ “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among
those whom he favors!” *> When the angels had left them and gone into
heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem
and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to
us.” 16 So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph and the child
lying in the manger. ¥ When they saw this, they made known what had
been told them about this child, * and all who heard it were amazed at
what the shepherds told them, *® and Mary treasured all these words and
pondered them in her heart. 2° The shepherds returned, glorifying and
praising God for all they had heard and seen, just as it had been told them.
Luke 2:1-20

Merry Christmas! The time has come to celebrate the birth of our Lord. |
encourage you to read these verses with your family and friends and
treasure these words in your heart. Glory to God in the highest heaven!

Holy Jesus thank you for being born for us. What an amazing gift! Thank
you, God for loving us so much that You sent Your only Son to die for us and
to save us from our sins, promising us eternal life. May we, like the
shepherds, tell others about You. May we sing with the angels “Glory to
God in the highest heaven!” Thanks be to God. Amen.



Christmas Day, Nativity of Our Lord
Thursday, December 25

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God. ? He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being
through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has
come into being #in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.

14 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his
glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. John 1:1-4,
14

Merry Christmas! John’s gospel begins with the beginning, describing Jesus
as the Word, the Logos, who was in the beginning with God and was God.

There are no angels, no shepherds, none of the things we usually associate
with the birth of Jesus. Just that Jesus has always been, from the beginning.

Maybe that’s why John didn’t write about all the other things that Luke did.
Only Mark’s gospel is shorter and begins with, “The beginning of the good
news of Jesus Christ.” Nothing to distract us from the truth that Jesus is the
Word, without whom nothing came into being.

Jesus is God’s WORD. We can trust that word to sustain us, comfort us,
lead us and encourage us. In Jesus is life and the light for all people. He
came so that we might have life and have it abundantly. He shines his light
of love, healing, mercy and forgiveness into all the dark places that need it
so desperately. Jesus, the light, shines in the darkness and the darkness
does not and will not overcome it.

For John, Jesus has always been so there’s no need to get the nursery ready
or make declarations on the hilltops. And yet, this Word became flesh, a
little squirmy baby who cries and burps and eats. This Word, this Logos,
lived among us, to experience life as we do; experiencing suffering, pain
and grief as we do. He is full of grace and truth and always has been,
always is and always will be. Merry Christmas!

Holy God, Holy Jesus, Holy Spirit, You are the Logos, the Word became flesh,
who lived among us. May Your life and light continue to inspire us and lead
us. May we continue to glorify God with our lives. May all come to know
this good and gracious Savior, Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.



