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INTRODUCTION

More Than Words: a theme for the season

These Advent devotions explore seven gifts from God. that help us navigate the season of waiting:

care, faith, justice, hope, peace, joy, and love.

Some of these gifts may be familiar to you. Hope, peace, joy, and love ate traditional themes for a
four-week Advent observance. We receive these Advent gifts from God in ordet to put them to
work for the good of all God’s people. Hope, peace, joy, and love are tools that help us as we wait,

preparing us and our communities to receive the gift of Christ.

The Advent wreath

Bring a little fire to your devotional life with your own Advent wreath! You can find Advent wreaths
at almost any Christmas store, but you can easily create one at home using tea lights or votve
candles, faux or foraged greenery, or whatever decoration you prefer. Place your candles in a pie
plate or bundt pan for ease of arranging. The Advent wreath need not be a literal wreath: a circle,

cluster, or row of candles will do.

Place your Advent wreath somewhere you can return to it every day, like your kitchen table. Light it
when you sit down to dinner and give thanks for the meal. If you use smaller tapers or tealights,

you’ll probably burn through a candle over the course of these four weeks. That’s okay!

In these devotions

Each week, you'll find several different ways to encounter the chosen theme, such as scripture,
reflection, song, and prayer. You can explore every element ot just the ones that call to you. You can
do it all in one day, or return to the week’s reflection with each day that passes. The best devotional
resource is the one you actually use, so integrate these devotions into your spiritual practice in the

way that best supports your life.



Each week’s entry includes the following elements:

Sunday scripture: A selection from the scripture you may have heard in worship on Sunday
Reflection: A reflection exploring the week’s theme

Weekly prompt: A few questions to take with you into meditation, journaling, or prayer
Prayer: A prayer reflecting the theme of the week

Words of wisdom: Words from sacred and secular sources to offer perspective on the
week’s theme

Daily scripture: Six short verses from scripture, corresponding to the remaining six days of
the week, to inspire your meditation and prayer each day

More Than Words: Advent Devotions by Victoria Larson and Emily Trubey-Weller is copyright © 2024 Barn Geese
Scrpture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition. Copyright © 2021 National Council
of Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.

MORE THAN WORDS: ADVENT DEVOTIONS

HOPE: WEEK OF DECEMBER 1
Sunday scripture: Luke 21:25-31

(Jesus said,] “There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars and on the earth distress among
nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves. People will faint from fear and foreboding
of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. Then they will see
‘the Son of Man coming in a cloud’ with power and great glory. Now when these things begin to
take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” Then he told
[the disciples] a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout leaves you can
see for yourselves and know that summer is already near. So also, when you see these things taking

place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.”



Sunday, December |

Hope

“Let your hopes, not your hurts,
shape your future.”

Robert H. Schuller

Reflection: On hope
Victoria Larson

When I was little, my mom—who was and is a prolific gardener—Ilet me claim a small corner of the
yard for a garden of my very own. I chose to plant herbs because I read a lot of fantasy novels and
cultivated aspirations of having a backyard apothecary. A nursety near our house stocked an absurd
variety of herbs, and every year, I experienced an elated anguish as I narrowed down the options to
what would fit in my little plot. I planted chocolate mint and tricolor sage, silver-edged thyme and
lemon balm, Thai basil and bronze fennel, a riot of colors and textures and tastes. The garden
delighted me as I tended it, tracking the progress of what had grown and what had not, what had

bolted and what was about to blossom.

But one delight came entirely unforeseen. One January, I walked out to my little garden to see how it
was doing after a winter storm and found the pineapple sage in full bloom, cardinal-red flowers

brilliant against the snow.

I don’t know why the pineapple sage bloomed that January. It never did again. But I do know that it
has given me unending sympathy for the disciples, because it has taught me that when Jesus says
that they will know when a particular moment has arrived because of what the plants are doing. ..

...1t could happen anytime. The plants could do anything.

Nevertheless, Jesus’ point stands: signs precede the coming of God’s reign, and one can discern
them if one is paying attention. The sudden blooming of the pineapple sage in January was only
sudden to me: if I had visited my garden regularly that winter, I would have seen the signs of a plant
getting ready to flower. I would have known what was coming, would have eagerly awaited it, would
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have visited the garden with a sense of growing anticipation. When the pineapple sage bloomed, I
would have said, “Finally!” I would have trejoiced all the harder because I’d witnessed its slow,
impossible growth telling me day after day that yes, this flower will bloom in the winter.

There’s a German Advent carol, one of my all-time favorites, called “Maria Walks Amid the Thorn.”
In the carol, Mary wanders through a tangle of bare thorns that have not grown leaves in years, but
she’s not alone. A little child nestles beneath her heatt, slowly growing in her womb. As Maty and
her child walk through the thicket, roses burst into bloom in their wake, a carmine constellation of
life and color, scent and softaess in the midst of dead and thorny wood.

Advent hope is like this: a force that resists the way things are by imagining what they might be.
Advent hope doesn’t listen when it’s told that tender herbs don’t bloom in January or that the btiar
patch is as good as dead. Advent hope attends to the signs of God’s work unfolding everywhere,
anywhere, even in the most unlikely of situations. Advent hope believes, as Mary did, that nothing is
impossible with God.

Weekly prompt
o T uesday, December 3
What do you see blooming this week—
a plant in an unexpected place, a
friendship, a new project or hobby?
Can you find hope for the future in its
blossoming? How do you cultivate

Hope

Christian hope when nothing seems to
blossom?

*..may [you] know what is the hope of God's
calling, and what are the riches of the glory of
God's inheritance in the saints, and what is the
Words of wisdom . exceeding greatness of God's power toward us
who believe...”

“Maria walks amid the thotn, Ephesians |:18b-19a
Kyrie eleison,

Maria walks amid the thorn,
Which seven years no leaf has borne.
Jesus and Maria.”

Traditional carol, “Maria Walks Amid the Thorn”

“Let your hopes, not your hurts, shape your future.”
Robert H. Schuller



Friday, December 6

|

Hope

“God will wipe away every tear from their
eyes. Death will be no more; neither will there
be mourning, nor crying, nor pain, any more.
The first things have passed away.”

Revelation 21:4

Prayer
Instead, bring it to flower

God when I am in the places

b

plant within me where it is most needed

a hope for impossible things. and least likely.

Let the hope in impossible things

But do not let me use it

to escape from my grief be a rose in the winter,

ot that of cihers, a hot spring in bitter cold,
the presence of Christ

And do not let me use it growing within me.

to lull myself into passtvity.
Amen.

Daily scripture for the week of December 1

Monday, hope in the midst of trials: “Rejoice in hope; be patient in affliction; persevere in prayet.”
(Romans 12:12)

Tuesday, hope in the company of all the saints: “I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the
Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that,
with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may perceive what is the hope to which he has called
you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the immeasurable
greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great power.” (Ephesians

1:17-19)



Wednesday, hope in Christ’s faithfulness: “Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without
wavering, for he who has promised is faithful.” (Hebrews 10:23)

Thursday, hope in the Lord: “I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in his word I hope.” (Psalm
130:5)

Friday, hope in God’s second Advent: “.. he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no
more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.”
(Revelation 21:4)

Saturday, the Spirit’s gift' of hope: “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 15:13)

Sunday, December 8

\ ;,\.

Peace'

“Come now, O Prince of Peace,
make us one body.

Come, O Lord Jesus,

reconcile your people.”

Geonyong Lee

PEACE: WEEK OF DECEMBER 8



Sunday scripture: Luke 3:1-6

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and
Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and
Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came
to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. He went into all the region around the Jordan,
proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the
words of the prophet Isaiah,
“The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
‘Prepare the way of the Lord,

make his paths straight.
Every valley shall be filled,

and every mountain and hill shall be made low,
and the crooked shall be made straight,

and the rough ways made smooth,

and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”

Reflection: On peace
Emily Trubey-Weller

It is hatd to think of something I long for more than peace.

Our wortld is in desperate need of peace. In just the past few years, we’ve seen the rug of economic
stability pulled out from under many people by invasion and greed. We’ve seen homes in many
places flattened by bombings and made unsafe by turmoil. We have seen tens of thousands of lives
lost to retaliation and hate. We have seen war lead to mass famine and to millions becoming
refugees. We are told not to look away, but I cannot always bear to watch, especially when it seems
like there is so little I can do.

My city is in desperate need of peace, too. Hardly a week goes by without news of another young
person lost to gun violence, often within blocks of my church. 've participated in prayer walks for
elementary school kids lost to drive-by shootings and fireatms accidents in their homes. I've
counseled people who return to houses characterized by domestic violence. I've sat in school
cafeterias and heard children speak with great longing about getting their own guns.

In much smaller ways, but no less real, my life is in desperate need of peace. I am a parent of three
small children who are often just as loud and intense and needy as I always suspected my children
might be. My spouse and I both work full-time jobs and manage our own businesses on the side, so



there’s always something to interrupt a rare peaceful moment, not to mention the stress that often
torpedoes restful time.

So I long for peace: peace in our world, peace in my town, peace in my home, peace in my heatt.
And as I long for peace, who does sctipture introduce this week? John the Baptist. Smelly camel’s
hair and crunchy locusts. Wild shouting and railing at the powers that be. Chilly baptismal river
dunks.

Does John the Baptist evoke a peaceful image for you? He certainly doesn’t for me.

It may seem counterintuitive to approach this wild prophet on a week when we are considering
peace. The work of a prophet seems to be .inherently not peaceful. Prophets are called to the work of
stirring things up and disrupting the status quo. Prophets’ work involves tearing down, calling out,
and upending the powers that be.

The words from the prophet Isaiah embedded in this week’s passage from Luke about John desctibe
the preparatory work John has been sent to do. It’s no small task: straightening roads, filling valleys,
and leveling mountains. It’s a big job. Leveling mountains is work that requites either dynamite and
serious construction equipment or millennia of erosion.

Even if it is not peacefu/, a prophet’s work prepates the way for peace. To create a truly peaceful
home, city, or world demands inctedible effort. It would certainly require tearing down many current
systems, calling out corruption and greed, and upending much of the status quo. When we consider
the hard work involved, preparing for peace is certainly prophetic work. It’s the tough work for
which a tough character like John is well suited.
God works through prophets like John in
scripture and throughout human history to Wednesday, December |
prepare the way for Jesus and to make peace a

possibility for all people.

|

Peace

I pray that God will use us for the hard work

‘of peace, too.

Weekly prompt 1
Blessed are the peacemakers,

Where do you long for peace to arrive? Think for they shall be called
of some examples of contemporary prophets children of God.”
whose hard work brought about change that

fostered peace. What do you admire about Matthew 5:9

them? What is difficult to understand?




Words of wisdom

“Come now, O Prince of Peace,
make us one body.
Come, O Lotd Jesus,
reconcile your people.”
Geonyong Lee, “Ososo ososo, pyonghwa eui imgum”

“...A negative peace... is the absence of tension... a positive peace... is the presence of justice.”

Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” Apzil 16, 1963

Prayer

Friday, December 13

God, give me room to lay this down:

I’ve longed for a peace built on platitudes.

Pve cultivated silence because I needed the quiet.
I've looked with suspicion on those who speak out,
wondering whether they’re just stirring the pot.

“Suddenly. there was with the angel 2
multitude of the heavenly army praising God,
and saying, ‘Glory to Geod in the highest, on
well-behaved, housebroken. earth peace, good will toward humankind.”

I’'ve wanted peace that’s tamed,

Luke 21344

But you give me John the Baptist instead.
Okay, God.

Lead me down to the Jordan River.
Remind me that baptism is no spa bath. BT st Do cembat 2
Bring me up gasping from water
chilly and cold, shocking,
enefvating. P
Cause the prophet’s words to reverberate in me, cace
shaking out the placations,

stirring up the desire for true peace.

1nd petition
There are hills to bring low in this world, God, TIAde Kol
and there are valleys to lift up.

God, hand me my shovel. e a2

Amen.



Daily scripture for the week of December 8

Monday, exiles return home in peace: “For they
. went out from you on foot, led away by their
enemies, but God will bring them back to you,
carried in gloty, as on a royal throne. For God
has ordered that every high mountain and the
evetlasting hills be made low and the valleys

Peace

“For God has resolved to humble every
~ high mountain and the longstanding cliffs,
and 1o fill up the steepwalleys in order t filled up, to make level ground, so that Israel

N nl 9‘" ﬁ'ﬁmﬁla.MIk ~ may walk safely in the glory of God.” (Baruch

Baruch 57 5:6-7)

Tuesday, God’s law brings peace: “Great peace have those who love yout law;,
nothing can make them stumble.” (Psalm 119:165)

Wednesday, peacemakers: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called
children of God.” (Matthew 5:9)

Thursday, peaceful hearts: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by
prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.
And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and
your minds in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:6-7)

Friday, peace at Jesus’ birth: “And suddenly there was
with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising

God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, Satuday, December 14

'?J’

and on earth peace among those whom he favors

(Luke 2:13-14)

Peace

Saturday, peace as Jesus departs: “Peace I leave with
you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the Peace | leave with you. My peace [ give to
world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do 5
not let them be afraid.” (John 14:27)
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JOY: WEEK OF DECEMBER 15, 2024

Sunday scripture: Zephaniah 3:14-20

Sing aloud, O daughter Zion;
shout, O Istraell
Rejoice and exult with all your heart,
O daughter Jerusalem!
The Lotd has taken away the judgements
against you, ‘
he has turned away your enemies.
The king of Israel, the Lord, is in your
midst;
you shall fear disaster no more.
On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem:
“Do not fear, O Zion,
do not let your hands grow weak.
The Lotd, your God, 1s in your midst,
a warrior who gives victory;
he will rejoice over you with gladness;
he will renew you in his love;

he will exult over you with loud singing
as on a day of festival.”
I will remove disaster from you,
so that you will not bear reproach for it.
['will deal with all your oppressors
at that time.

.And I will save the lafne

and gather the outcast,
and I will change their shame into praise
and renown in all the ecarth.
At that time I will bring you home,
at the time when I gather you;
for I will make you renowned and praised
among all the peoples of the earth,
when I restore your fortunes
before your eyes, says the Lord.

Sunday, December 15

Joy

“Woke up this morning

with my mind stayed on freedom:
Hallelu, hallelu, hallelujah!”

African American spiritual




Reflection: On joy
Victoria Larson

I’'m working on a doctoral degree in theology, the latest turn in my vocational path toward teaching
at a seminary or divinity school. It’s a five-year program, and as I’'m writing this, I have just finished

the second (and last) year of coursework.

[ almost missed the milestone. The end of April was a fog of frantically-written final papers, urgent
grading for one class, rushing deadlines for a separate writing project, and preparing for a retreat I
was leading the weekend after the semester ended. The end of coursework blurred into the rush of
oncoming projects, and I barely clocked it when I turned in my last papet for my last class for my
last degree.

But on the evening of that day, a sweet friend turned up at my front door holding a bottle of
champagne and a bouquet of flowers. “Congratulations,” they told me. “You did a big thing!”

I stopped. Oh, I thought. Oh wow, I did!
Tuesday, December 17
My graduation date seems impossibly far off
in the future, especially given all the work that
still lies ahead of me. But it’s breaking into my

Joy

present in the form of milestones, like
finishing coursework. My friend’s invitation to
joy broke me free of the ever-pressing cycle of

deadlines for a moment, reminding me that “Having many things to write to you, | don't
want to do so with paper and ink, but | hope 1o
come to you, and to speak face to face, that
our joy may be made full.”

the work itself is not the point, and grounding
me again in the bigger picture of God’s call.

; 2John 142
That’s the power of Advent joy: to capture a g

vision of the future and bring it into the
present. The prophets do it over and over again—notice Zephaniah’s words this Sunday! Even
though the liberation, the homecoming, the redemption, and the salvation the prophets desctibe lie
in the future, they invite their communities to expetience joy now. The future is so cettain, the
prophets seem to say, that we might as well get this party started.

Anticipatory joy can be a form of resistance and an agent of transformation. Think of Fannie Lou
Hamer, a civil rights activist. In June of 1963, while returning from a voting education workshop,
she was arrested alongside several other activists for sitting in the white section of the Greyhound
bus. The police officers in Winona, Mississippi beat her severely and shunted her back in a cell with
Euvester Simpson, a fellow activist. After her pain subsided somewhat, Hamer began quietly singing
songs of freedom. Simpson learned that “Walk With Me, Lord” was one of Fannie Lou Hamer’s
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favorites, but from that night on, it sounded different when she sang it. “I realized it was no longer a
dirge-like song that was pleading and begging Jesus to walk with her,” said Simpson. “It had
changed to an invitation for Him to come and join her on this joutney and be her friend as she
traveled through this life speaking her truth, demanding freedom, justice, and respect for all people
because we are all God’s children.” Hamer’s fierce and urgent joy anticipated a bettet future, and

that vision gave her the strength to sing songs of freedom from a jail cell.!

Joy can be wielded irresponsibly, too. Kate Bowler, author of Ewverything Flappens for a Reason: And
Other Lies I've Loved, captures how joy can rub shoulders with denial and victim-blaming as she writes
about her diagnosis with stage IV cancer and subsequent treatment: “The hatdest lessons come
from the solutions people, who are already a little disappointed that I am not saving myself. There is
always a nutritional supplement, Bible verse or mental process I have not adequately tried. ‘Keep
smiling! Your attitude determines your destiny!” said a stranger named Jane in an email, having heard

my news somewhere, and I was immediately worn out by the tyranny of prescriptive joy.””?

Sometimes the absence of joy is just as important to acknowledge as its presence. The joy that
belongs to Advent does both: by naming a future that is desperately hoped for but not yet present, it
calls us to honest grief in the present and fierce jubilation as we mark the milestones on the way to
God’s new creation.
Weekly prompt: When has the knowledge of a
Wednesday, December |8 promising future brought you joy in the present?
Have you ever felt someone wield joy irresponsibly
when you wete 1 pain? How does the experience of
]Oy Joy prepare you to recognize Jesus’ presencer?

Words of wisdom: “I cannot dance, O Lotd,
unless Thou lead me. If Thou wilt that I leap
joyfully then must Thou Thyself first dance and
sing! Then will T leap for love... There will 1

Lube 157 remain and citcle evermore.”
Mechtild of Magdeburg

“Woke up this morning with my mind stayed on freedom: Hallelu, hallelu, hallelujah!”” African

Ametican spiril‘ual’

! Euvester Simpson, "Reflections on Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer," Fannie Lou Hamer's America, accessed May 29, 2024
https:/ /www.fannielouhamersamerica.com/ fannie-lou-hamer-resource-center/ personal-testimonices

2 .

~ Kate Bowler, "What to Say When You Meet the Angel of Death at a Pasty," The New York Times, January 26th,

2018. https:/ /www.nytimes.com/2018/01/26/opinion/sunday/cancer-what-to-say.html Accessed June 15, 2024.
> 7 7 )

* Hear Fannie Lou Hamer sing it here: htips://voutu.be/mfeofdeSvw?si=MpYeXIDgOLDWyWEH Accessed June 15,
2024.
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Prayer

God, if prescriptive joy has a season,

I think December is it.

Christmas 1s rushing closer,

and the parties,

the decorations,

the songs on the radio,

the softly twinkling lights in the early darkness,
they all call and beckon: be joyfull

Sometimes I’'m ready to step into the cozy glow of it all.
Other times it is too dim a delight to meet

the deep longing I feel

on these cold, clear nights,

where crystalline stars

sing eternity.

God, untangle joy from this holiday cheer.
Give me a vision of the future you hold,
where the hungry are fed,

and the exiles come home,

and enemies are reconciled,

and the earth is healed,

and the sick are made whole,

and there is no more watr,

and you are here

to wipe every tear from our eyes.

Amen.
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Daily scripture for the week of December 15

Monday, joy in the Lord: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice.”
(Philippians 4:4)

Tuesday, joy in one another: “Although I have much to write to you, I would rather
not use paper and ink; instead, I hope to come to you and talk with you face to face,
so that our joy may be complete.” (2

‘ John 1:12)

Wednesday, December I8 |

Wednesday, God’s joy: “Just so, I

tell you, there will be more joy in

J O heaven over one sinner who repents
y than over ninety-nine tighteous

persons who need no repentance.”

(Luke 15:7)

“I tell you that even so there will be more joy
in heaven over one sinner who repents, than Thursday, joy in God’s nearness:
ver ninety-nine righteous people S . .
b essnic dbibniel i e “Shout aloud and sing for joy, O
who need no repentance.” : - N T .
royal Zion, for great in your midst is
Luke 157 the Holy One of Israel.” (Isaiah

12:6)

Friday, December 20

Friday, joy in Jesus’ promises: “So
you have pain now, but I will see you
again, and your hearts will rejoice, and
no one will take your joy from you.”

(John 16:22)

o 1 ety :
Saturday, joy restored: “Weeping Therefore you now have sorrow, but |

may linger for the night, but joy will see you again, and your heart will
comes with the morning.” (Psalm rejoice, and no one will take your joy

30:5b) away from you."

k)hﬂ |()22

15



LOVE: WEEK OF DECEMBER 22, 2024

Sunday, December 22

._\

Love |

“Because of his boundless love, Jesus
became what we are that he might
make us to be what he 1s.”

lrenaeus

Sunday scripture: Luke 1:46-55

And Mary said,
“My soul magnifies the Lozrd,
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.
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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;
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,
according to the promise he made to our ancestors,
to Abraham and to his descendants forever.”

Reflection: On love
Emily Trubey-Weller
Monday, December 23
Love is ridiculously big, too large a thing to sum
up with one scripture passage, one devotional

.

[ ove |

y

reflection, or one definition. We use the word Jowe
to describe a feeling, but the feeling is applied in
infinite ways: how we feel about a child or a
parent, a spouse or a pet, a favorite food or a

moving piece of music, a film or a friend. Love is

much more than a feeling, though; it requires “Beloved, let’s love one another, for love is of
something of us, a pure and all-encompassing God; and everyone who loves has been born of
devotion if it’s true. Love is all the actions that God, and knows God. Those who don't love
accompany the feeling. In fact, each theme we've don't know God, for God is love.”

explored this Advent season might rightly be | John 4:7-8

undetstood as different dimensions of love when

put to work.

In this week’s reading, the Magnificat bursts forth from Mary in an act of love. It is pure praise,
gratitude, and devotion for all that God has done for her and her people throughout human history.
Mary knows the stories of her faith, passed down to her through many generations. Because she
knows them so well, she can read all the actions of God as love: mercy and liberation, feeding and
nurturing, lifting up and humbling. For Mary, they echo with love, love, love. God has accomplished
all this and more out of great love for humanity at large and for Mary specifically. It is a love that is
both broad and deep. It is love that acts. It is certainly all-encompassing.
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Mary seeks to return love for love, and at the angel’s announcement, she declares, “Here am II”
(Luke 1:38) She is the servant of God, and therefore, the servant of Love. She will carry, birth, feed,
comfort, and nurture the child who is love incarnate.

That is the wildest bit of all: God’s immense love, which we can’t fully describe, understand, ot even
imagine the boundaries and contours of, is summarized in one little package: a baby. Love incarnate
1s unfathomable, but it can be held in our arms. Love can be nursed and comforted, kissed and

changed, bathed and swaddled.

What a preposterous and beautiful gift. The entirety of divine love, held in our arms. And we are
now so vety close!

As Christmas draws near, pay attention to the places whete love is incatnate now. We know that
once Jesus entered the world, he never left us. He is present not only in the Holy Child, but in every
child. He is with us in the least and lowly, like his mother Maty. He is with all people who are in
need. Though we wait for him still, he is with us even now. Tend to those places whete love resides,
today and in the Christmas days to come, and you will tend to Jesus.

Weekly prompt

Where have you encountered love embodied in another person? As love inspired Mary’s song, what
music, art, or poetry does this experience bring to mind for you? Create something or reflect on
someone else’s creation.

Words of wisdom
“Love 1s born! Come share in the

N

wonder.
Love is God now asleep in the hay.
See the glow in the eyes of His mothet.
L O What is the name her heart is saying?
LOVe ~ Love! Love! Love is the name she
whispers.
Love! Love! Jesus, Immanuel.”

Ken Bible, “Love Has Come!”

“Because of his boundless love, Jesus
became what we are that he might
make us to be what he 1s.”

Irenaeus
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Prayer

God of love,

let my soul magnify you. You have filled up those who are hungty
for bread and for justice.

Transform each moment of this day Fill them again.

into a reminder of your mercies.

You have remembered the forgotten.

Silence the tyrants Remember them again.

in my mind and in the world:

voices of shame and fear, You have remembered your promises
forces of violence and abuse. to come among us and love us up close.

Artive again.
I want to hear your voice.
I want to speak with your love. God of love,
let my soul magnify you.

Amen.

Scripture for the week of December 22

Monday, God is love: “Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who
loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love.
God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the wotld so that we
might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son
to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love
one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us, and his love is
perfected in us.” 1 John 4:7-12

Tuesday, Love is here: “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.” Luke 2:7
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CHRISTMAS: DECEMBER 24 AND 25, 2024

Scripture: Isaiah 9:2-7

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.
You have multiplied exultation;
you have increased its joy;
they rejoice before you
as with joy at the harvest,
as people exult when dividing plunder.
For the yoke of their burden
and the bar across their shoulders,
the rod of their oppressot,

you have broken as on the day of Midian.

For all the boots of the tramping wartiors
and all the garments rolled in blood
shall be burned as fuel for the fire.

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.

Great will be his authority,

Reflection: On Jesus' advent.

Tuesday, December 25

Ea

[ ove

“T he people who walked in darkness have
seen a great light. T he light has shined
on those who lived in the land

of the shadow of death.”

Isaiah 9:2

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.

Victoria Larson

It is here at last: the Christmas season is upon us. This is the time toward which Advent has been

leading us all along!

Throughout this Advent season, we have been opening the gifts God has given us: care, faith,

justice, hope, peace, joy, and love. Each one is beautiful. Each one is indeed a gift. But there’s a risk

especially in our can-do culture, to receive each gift as an obligation. I must get these right, or else God

will be disappointed, or Christ will judge me, or the Holy Spirit will give me up as a lost cause, whispet out inner

editors, who really love to get things right but very seldom get satisfaction.



But in this season, scripture reminds us that it is not what we do that matters in the end. It is what
God has done fot us.

Attend to the familiar words from Isaiah 9. The people to whom Isaiah otiginally addressed these
words were exiles, people from Jerusalem whose city had been razed. Their conquerors sent them
away to Babylon and made them settle there. For more than a generation—for seventy years—these
people lived as strangers in a strange land, longing to go home, never knowing if it would be
possible. The gifts we have explored this season, especially justice, peace, and hope, must have
seemed very far off or only accessible in small ways.

While most of our lives differ considerably from those of Isaiah’s original audience, pethaps we can
still resonate with the feeling of exile. Perhaps you know the expetience of losing the life you were
living—to a diagnosis, to the death of a loved one, to a disappointment, to a desertion. Pethaps you
are acquainted with the exiles’ sense that normalcy has been taken away, maybe forever. Perhaps you
are familiar with the feeling that the gifts of Advent are out of your grasp.

To all such people, Isaiah brings a prophecy. He desctibes the end of a wat, a day when the rod of
the oppressor will be broken, when the soldiets’ worn-out boots and bloody uniforms will be
burned, because from that day, they’re useful only as fuel for the fire. Isaiah’s prophecy is one
wherein the gifts of Advent come unbidden: peace, joy, and justice emerge as the only possible
reaction to what this day would bring.

And how would the day arrive? Would it come through a surge in military strength? Through a
decisive political victory, rooted in a grassroots campaign? Would it be an act of God, even, maybe a
disaster that hit the powerful but spared the exiles? Would it be through our inner editors’ ultimate
triumph, an internal striving that finally, finally gets it right?

Isaiah tells the people that the day of peace will arrive as... wait for it... a baby.
(Those of you who are wondering how you will succeed in getting all your young children to wear
pants on Christmas morning may understand the ridiculousness of this prophecy.)

According to the song of Isaiah, victory doesn’t come through military might or political strategy.
The darkness is broken by the creation of life, not its destruction. It is defeated through the birth of
a child, one who can’t even hold up his own head, who can do nothing for himself and yet does

everything for us.

This is the ultimate gift, the gift of Christmas: Jesus has come. God is among us, Emmanuel. You do
not need to be perfect to deserve this or to make it happen. It has happened already. It is for you.
This priceless, selfless love of God is already yours.

A blessed Christmas to you.
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