mercy community church
Advent & Christmas
Devotional

Getting Started

In our community, we practice an ancient style of prayer and Bible
study called Lectio Divina. Through this practice, we read the Scriptures multiple times together when we study. The first time through,
we notice what word stands out to us. The second time through,
we attend to what phrase strikes us, and the third time, we ask ourselves what God might be calling us to do. For this Advent season, we
have compiled a number of Lectio-style reflections to share with you,
taken from the lectionary passages for the Sundays of the season.
We suggest you begin your daily devotion with a short prayer, simply
and honestly asking God to speak to you for the day. Then read the text
for the day before reading the reflection. Allow the reflection itself to
serve as a voice from the wider community, as you prayerfully consider
what God is saying to you. The prayer at the end of each reflection could
be used to call to mind God’s presence with you throughout the day.
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1st Week of Advent
Lectionary Readings
Jeremiah 33. 14-16
Psalm 25. 1-10
1 Thes. 3. 9-13

Luke 21. 25-36
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Sunday, November 29th
Luke 21. 25-36

Reflection—v. 27, ‘see the Human One coming on a cloud’
I think it’s this line that throws folks off. Obviously, if the Son of Man is to come
riding in on a cloud, Jesus must be talking about the future—there was no cloud
riding pre-resurrection, never mind that in Luke the Son of Man ascends to heaven in front of a crowd, passing by the clouds as he rises. We must still be waiting
for it. In this Advent text, Jesus names what others refuse to see—for chapters
he has been bemoaning the current state of things, comparing and contrasting
the differences between things of the Roman Empire’s kingdom and things of
God’s kingdom; predicting the fall of the Temple under the rule of the Roman
government, the neglect of the vulnerable, the inconsistency of Jerusalem, his
own death and resurrection, and the persecution that the disciples will inevitably
face as they preach the truth of Jesus. All that surrounded them were signs of
how much we need God’s grace. Advent is a season in which we take time to see
our brokenness and the destruction around us, that we might be eager to receive
God’s grace, God’s salvation. Like the disciples, we look to the clouds failing to
understand that God is standing in front of us.
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Prayer Help us to know you are with us here, now. Open our hearts to your grace.

Monday, November 30th
Luke 21. 25-36

Reflection—v. 26, ‘there will be signs’
Do you see it? Do you see it right now? A distressed earth plagued by pollution.
Nations confused, unsure on which human need or crisis to place their attention.
Can you see them shudder from fear at healing—that a drug offender has been
released from prison, that we might talk with our enemies in Iran and Cuba, that
two people can legally declare their love for one another, that someone who
grew up eating different foods and speaking another language might live next
door, that putting down arms might end the cycle of violence more quickly than
adding more weapons? What is coming to this world, what God will rain down
on us, what might be shaken in heaven, just might be more love, more conversation, more peace, more acceptance. Exactly who is bringing about the end of the
world? Might we see how God is saving us? Might we see where God is leading
us? God’s kingdom is near. Get out of the way, and spread the love.
Prayer God, please drive the fear from our hearts. May we not be vengeful, but
rather hope in the goodness of your work and the hearts of your people. Like
you, let us seek more love, more peace, and more acceptance.
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Tuesday, December 1st
Luke 21. 25-36

Reflection—v. 28, ‘When these things begin to happen’
There are a lot of difficult ‘things’ in life—dealing with interpersonal conflicts,
cycling through unhealthy habits, moving to a new place, living after losing a
loved one... But stand up straight. Raise your head. Redemption is near! So often
we get bogged down and overwhelmed by the challenges we face that we allow
them to become bigger than life. We become paralyzed with fear and avoid
whatever it is for as long as we can. At least, that’s what we do with challenges
handed to us by life. If our challenge is to become a better baseball player, golfer,
dancer, Super Mario Kart driver, or poker player, we dive right in. We find the
challenge exhilarating. We study our opponents for a weakness or tell. We crosstrain. We start to notice the particulars—angles and momentum. A hole with
sand traps adds a level of intrigue and gives us bragging rights. When challenged
in a game, we practice, try again and again and again, take risks, and become
playful. Why can’t we do that in life when confronted with challenges?
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Prayer There are so many things, God. I don’t have the energy to deal with
them; I would rather distract myself. Help me, please, not to get bogged down.

Wednesday, December 2nd
Luke 21. 25-36

Reflection—v. 28, ‘stand up straight and raise your head’
‘Stand up? Play?’ you ask. ‘But this is life! We are to take it seriously!’ It is precisely when we let go of our ego and become more imaginative with our lives
that we can feel the close presence of God. Ought we not invest more positive energy in challenging life events and relationships than in a game of Candy
Crush? We see God incarnate, who is killed and then resurrected, in those confusing moments. It is God that comes to us with grace, patience, and forgiveness, showing us a way toward life and reconciliation. We must invest time and
energy in relationships, if we want to relieve the discomfort of having differing
opinions. We must explore new skills, if we are hoping to replace old habits. Like
in any game, set-backs are something from which we can learn—they can make
us sharper instead of deflating us. Let us not faint because God is at work. Indeed, may we welcome it. Change is not to be feared; it is where God redeems
us. As Anthony de Mello, SJ, reminds us, ‘On the day you cease to change, you
cease to live.‘ Raise your head—God is doing something great in you.
Prayer Make me playful, God. Help me to raise my head, to see how challenges
can help me and make me more whole. God, my life is yours.
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Thursday, December 3rd
Luke 21. 25-36

Reflection—v. 30, ‘sprout leaves’
I used to look forward to winter, I loved the nip of the wind and the sight of snow
kissed grass. Shelter season changed all of that. I fear for the lives of my sisters
and brothers who sleep outside and I feel exhausted by the extra hours spent trying to get folks inside. Winter has become a physically and emotionally draining
season for me. The relief that floods my body when the days start to get longer
and the trees start to sprout buds leaves me euphoric. How much more attuned
we are to the signs when we anticipate something. Every interaction is chock-full
of meaning as love blossoms. Every creaking sound stands hair on end when in
a haunted house. Jesus was naming signs of the present time, and the disciples
missed it. When we don’t really believe that Jesus is with us here and now, we
miss the significance of grace in our midst. I hope we anticipate and prepare for
Christ’s arrival in our lives that we may live more fully and contentedly.
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Prayer Seasons of life come and go, let us be fully present to each stage. Creator
God, open our eyes and slow us down that we might see your life budding before
us.

Friday, December 4th
Luke 21. 25-36

Reflection—v. 36, ‘Stay Alert’
Stay alert, not on edge. Alertness is what we lose when we give in to the lies
of the world—the lies of redemptive violence, the lies of endless consumption,
the lies of the need to constantly be entertained. We numb ourselves to pain
by seeking pleasure—or as Luke records it, numbing ourselves to our anxieties
by seeking out drinking parties and drunkenness. We seek the extreme positive
of the emotional spectrum, nothing else is comfortable. Surely pleasure after
pleasure after pleasure equals happiness. Here we are encouraged to have the
strength to face our lives alert—not dulled in our hearts or minds. Perhaps we
might watch the ebb and flow of life, alert to the changes, maybe even sustained
by contentment and joy. To me, there seems to be something more deeply rooted and stable about joy and contentment than happiness—they come not out of
experiences but an understanding of belovedness, of value. Though dull hearts
can feel fleeting happiness, they lose sight of joy. The signs of the kingdom are
before you, stay alert!
Prayer God, keep us alert. May we not be fooled by lies or distractions. You are
the way to life and love.
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Saturday, December 5th
Luke 21. 25-36

Reflection—v. 36, ‘stand before the Human One’
Being with one another during trying times is not easy. In this passage we listen to Jesus plead with the disciples to, ‘Stay alert...pray that you will be strong
enough to escape everything that is about to happen and to stand before the
Human One.’ In the next few sentences Jesus’ life is plotted against and before
the end of the chapter he asks his disciples to pray that they not fall into temptation. They couldn’t do it, they couldn’t stay alert—they slept. I don’t believe,
as some people say, that Jesus is talking here about standing before the pearly
white gates, but rather the cross. The disciples would need to stay alert and pray
for the courage to remain with Jesus until the end—in preceding chapters they
claimed that they would follow him even to death, but none of the men stood
with him in front of the cross. We are called to stand with the persecuted—with
Jesus, with the criminals, with the bullied. It is not easy to stand before the mobs
who demand blood or defamation. May we pray and prepare ourselves that we
may be ready to stand with Jesus and the least of these.
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Prayer Ruler of all, you give us strength. We turn to you that you may create in
us merciful, loving hearts that do not turn away from suffering.

2nd Week of Advent
Lectionary Readings
Malachi 3. 1-4
Luke 1. 68-79

Philippians 1. 3-11
Luke 3. 1-6
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Sunday, December 6th
Luke 1. 68-79

Reflection—v. 68, ‘He has come to help’
As young children, we cry out eagerly for help tying our shoes or making it across
the monkey bars. In adulthood, it gets more difficult to ask for help and we become more stubborn. We say, ‘I don’t need your help!’ Our pride and independence gets the best of us. In those moments, we think help is just about being
saved or rescued. But we would do well to remember there is more to help than
simply being rescued. Help is not about someone swooping in and doing all the
work to save us. Instead, help is about having a balanced and equal relationship—with things and in relationships. This Advent, we are reminded of the gift
of God’s own Son who has come to help us, to show us how to love and share and
pray and heal—how to truly live.
Prayer God, thank you for loving us enough not to just swoop down and rescue
us, without calling us to faithfully take part. Thank you for loving us enough that
we must always acknowledge our need for help, and that we also can love by
helping others.
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Monday, December 7th
Luke 1. 68-79

Reflection—v. 71, ‘He has brought salvation from our enemies’
One very literal meaning of ‘salvation’ is to be ‘protected from harm.’ There are
certainly things that harm us physically, like a fist to the face or wounds that go
untreated. There are also things that are harmful to our spirit—harsh words, uncaring neglect, and hateful glances. As we look at the actions and circumstances
that cause us harm, we begin to see that our enemies are not just those people
who mistreat us, but the systems and things that hold us down. Enemies are not
just people. Salvation from our enemies can be in the form of a drink we refuse
to take or the person who stands nonviolently before someone who is making
threats. A change of perspective does a lot of good—a bottle will not solve problems, an aggressor is still a child of God—and can change our relationship with
our enemies. In the amazing grace of God, we can find power to break the chains
that tie us down, experiencing salvation in the midst of all our enemies.
Prayer Lord, so often it feels as though we are constantly harassed, beaten down
by acts of violence or neglect. Thank you for your grace and mercy that offers
love, protection, and liberation in a hateful world.
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Tuesday, December 8th
Luke 1. 68-79

Reflection—v. 72, ‘He has shown the mercy’
I don’t know about you, but I have days where I should not be allowed around
people. I am grumpy, irritable, and downright obnoxious. There are times when
I gossip, ignore others, and, sadly, even verbally abuse them. I let my anger, frustration, and emotions take control. Worse yet, I have days when I rarely acknowledge God. Yet, in all of these things, God shows me mercy. God shows US mercy.
God, whether acting for God’s self or those I have wronged, offers kindness in the
face of frustration and compassion despite our attempts to ignore others or God.
We are all sinners, me no less than anyone else. Yet, in this passage these five
words offer hope when I don’t deserve it and when hope seems impossible. God
intercedes for us when others don’t show kindness, compassion, or grace. God
reminds us what mercy looks like so we can offer it to those around us.
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Prayer God, thank you for keeping your promises, even when I do not. Thank
you for responding to the pain and suffering in our lives and demonstrating the
compassion you have for each of us. As we go about the rest of the day, may
we be mindful of your presence in our lives and the promises you make.

Wednesday, December 9th
Luke 1. 68-79

Reflection—v. 74, ‘serve him without fear’
Fear is one of those things that can stop us in our tracks. We don’t want people
to know we are fearful, so we overcompensate or make big, stupid gestures that
either cause harm or make us look even more foolish. One of my biggest fears
is that God will call me to something greater than I am ready for. Fear keeps us
from our full potential and the greatness that we can’t imagine for ourselves.
Heaven forbid, someone out in the world know that I am not perfect and am
bound to make a mistake. If they see me screw up, what will they think of God?
Thank God that God offers us a faith in this passage that allows us to serve God
without fear or being capable or messing up. God has never promised us an easy
journey. However, we have the assurance that God will join us along the way!
Serving God without fear allows us to be in community with God and those who
care about us.
Prayer Lord, as I breathe in, I pray that you will fill me with the strength and
courage to serve you with hope and resolve.
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Thursday, December 10th
Luke 1. 68-79

Reflection—v. 78, ‘Because of our God’s deep compassion’
Each of us have days in the past or present where it feels like we are walking
a weary journey alone. We cry out to God for help, tears streaming down our
faces and wondering what is next. ‘Did I do something wrong?’ we often ask.
In moments of clarity, we remember that we have been created, chosen, and
called by God. God joins us on the journey whether it is celebrating sobriety or
a day when our emotions didn’t get the best of us or getting to see people who
love and care for us. But God also joins us in the journey when it feels like we are
wearily walking alone. God joins us when we suffer death, financial challenges,
and illness. God has deep compassion for us, and refuses to let us go the journey
alone. Sometimes we can literally feel God’s presence, but it is also about having
people in community. God is present in those who share God’s love. This verse
promises the presence of being with us along the journey. Take heart!
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Prayer Lord, thank you for loving me more than I could ever love myself and for
seeking me out and being present with me in both times of joy and sorrow. In the
moments of pain and strife, may I be reminded of your presence.

Friday, December 11th
Luke 1. 68-79

Reflection—v. 79, ‘to those who are sitting in darkness’
Over the years, harmful depictions of good and evil have been simplified to light
and dark, white and black. While it is imagery used in the Bible, we need to be
sensitive to the ways in which these descriptions have been exaggerated and
abused. For some people darkness offers quiet and solitude, a chance to find
peace in chaos. For others, darkness brings fear, doubt, and violence. Although
darkness can be a literal experience of being without light, it is also a metaphor
for the places where there seems to be an absence of joy and peace. Some of
us are haunted with memories of violence that has happened to us. In the shadows, some of us come face to face with the loneliness we feel, a reminder of our
inadequacies, the addictions that keep us bound, and the place where our mind
plays tricks on us because of psychological challenges. We all have places devoid
of joy. The good news is that God’s deep compassion offers light and hope.
Prayer Lord, you know the ways that memories and loneliness haunt me. Thank
you for your promise to be with me.
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Saturday, December 12th
Malachi 3. 1-4

Reflection—v. 3, ‘He will sit as a refiner and purifier’
When we think of preparing for something, we frequently think of making sure
we have all the things we will need for the event and buying what we don’t have.
But perhaps this Advent season we are being called to let go of some things. Refining, especially as it relates to gold, is a process of removing impurities. There
are certainly some impurities in my life that can be removed to refine me. We
are all a work in progress. It doesn’t matter how often we read the Bible or go
to church, we are constantly in need of work and refining. We live in a culture
of consumption, so letting go can seem counter-intuitive, but God’s refining is
always at work in our lives and calls us to remove what we don’t need so that we
may be more open to loving and being loved. What are the things that need to
be refined in our life—our growing edges, things in our personality that we want
to cultivate or snip away? What do we need to remove and purify so that we can
live a life that draws us ever closer to God?
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Prayer Lord, you know there are things in my life that are keeping me from being
closer to you. Purify me. Help me know that I am beloved, even with less.

3rd Week of Advent
Readings
Zephaniah 3. 14-20
Isaiah 12. 2-6

Philippians 4. 4-7
Luke 3. 7-18
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Sunday, December 13th
Philippians 4. 4-7

Reflection—v. 4, ‘Rejoice… again I will say, Rejoice!’
Today is sometimes called Gaudete Sunday, a Latin word meaning ‘Rejoice!’ In
all our preparations for holiday merriment, we forget Advent was originally a
penitential season. For that reason, purple is the vestment and altar color in
many churches—and for most of the candles in the Advent wreath. But today we
light a rose candle amid the purple, a light of rejoicing amid the darker hues of
the deepening winter darkness. Its softer light reminds us that true repentance
brings joy. Yes, repentance means taking an honest look at ourselves and all of
our relationships—with God and with one another. It means taking stock of the
ways we live unjustly and selfishly, in things big and small. We can easily get lost
in all the ‘sackcloth and ashes,’ the traditional and biblical signs of penance, and
be tempted to think the focus is only upon our sins. But this sobering ‘moral inventory,’ as Twelve-steppers call it, is meant for our joy. The very call to change is
an invitation to live into the joy of truly loving and just relationships. In Advent,
we are invited to live, leaving behind the hard ways that deaden life. Gaudete!
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Prayer God, I turn from the sadness of sin—and find you, the joy of my heart!

Monday, December 14th
Zephaniah 3. 14-20

Reflection— v. 20, ‘I will bring you home…’
Coming home means there is no reason to fear. Coming home means God will
put an end to the crises of our own making but beyond our solving: ‘I will remove
disaster from you, so that you will not bear reproach for it.’ Coming home means
that God will ‘gather the outcast.’ Coming home means ‘shame’ will be changed
to ‘praise.’ Home is an image of settled well-being—the desire of every human
heart. Last night, talking with a friend, I asked, ‘Where are you staying now?’
‘Downtown,’ he said. I understood in that moment my friend would leave the
warmth of our week night meal, the friendship and laughter found on our little
corner of Ponce—and trek back through the darkness toward the big buildings
and garish neon of the cold city. There he would make his bed on concrete. I
know what we do is not enough, but it is a beginning. Mercy begins in what we
can do, not in what we cannot. We can bring one another home: making places
where we no longer have to fear, where disaster is removed, where shameful
reproach is turned to joyful dignity, where the outcast is welcomed at last.
Prayer Lord, bring all of us home.
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Tuesday, December 15th
Zephaniah 3. 14-20

Reflection—v. 19 ‘I will deal with all your oppressors…’
The prophets promise God will decisively intervene in human history to establish
justice for the oppressed, to create a world in which all human beings enjoy the
dignity and respect that is our common gift and right. We often imagine justice
as vengeance. But what if God’s justice is mercy? Zephaniah’s language is open
enough to leave room for something unexpected. That openness is where Jesus
enters, fulfilling the hope of the prophets and the oppressed. Make no mistake:
mercy is not easy for us nor does it avoid sin—the concrete acts of harm we do to
one another and the twisting of the human heart that is a result. Mercy opens our
eyes to truly see sin in all of its terribleness—not just in those who have harmed
us but in ourselves and within our own communities. Mercy demonstrates that
God has taken a radical responsibility for our well-being by offering us a way out.
God’s justice creates the possibility of newness when everything seems old and
tired, of possibility where there seems to be no hope at all. Mercy is the wondrous
saving justice of God that reconciles—rather than destroying or excluding anyone.
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Prayer God, in your mercy, save us.

Wednesday, December 16th
Luke 3. 7-18

Reflection—v. 10, ‘And the crowds asked him‘
The preaching of John the Baptist illustrates the idea that the justice of God is,
in fact, mercy. John’s unambiguous call is the consistent demand of the prophets
of old: ‘Repent!’ Repentance is, as one of our favorite translations puts it, the
invitation to a ‘change of heart and life,’ both an interior and exterior renovation of our way of living. It is God’s mercy that calls us to leave behind ways of
hurt and harm, of hustle and hate—ways that ultimately lead to death—and to
embark at once on the radical journey toward a renewal of life. Repentance is
merciful, not only because it calls us from death to life, but because it calls every
one of us, with no one excluded. It is a call to all, not just a privileged few. The
crowds are called. Tax collectors, getting rich off the backs of their neighbors, are
called. Roman soldiers, the violent occupying army of Caesar, are called. No one,
absolutely no one, is left out, because mercy radically and scandalously opens
the door of God’s saving justice to all.
Prayer Lord, I am one among the crowds; by your great mercy, renew us.
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Thursday, December 17th
Luke 3. 7-18

Reflection—v. 10, ‘What then should we do?‘
What is the ‘change of heart and life’ mercy demands? John is repeatedly asked,
‘What should we do?’ The question itself reveals a lot. We must do something
when mercy calls us, and John gives simple, clear instructions. Does it frighten
us that John’s counsel focuses upon our stuff, and how we get it and distribute
it? He calls for a transformation of our relationships, to love our neighbors as
ourselves, by the little things that lay in the power of us all to do—and to do immediately. Share your food with the hungry, John says. Share your clothing, too.
Don’t take taxes or anything else beyond what is understood to be fair or use
your power to extort from those with less power. Learn to be satisfied with what
you have. These are fruits worthy of a changed heart and life—not just pious
platitudes but a true transformation in the way we see and choose to relate to
those around us. Mercy invites all of us to recognize that we are radically responsible for the well-being of our sisters and brothers, whether neighbors, strangers,
or enemies. And these are things that we can all do.
Prayer God, I turn to you with fruit worthy of your mercy; this I can do by grace.
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Friday, December 18th
Philippians 4. 4-7

Reflection—v. 7, ‘the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding’
How desperately our world—and each one of us who make up that world—long
for peace. Yet we experience war and violence, conflict and chaos. The streets,
where Jesus invites us to follow him, are especially beset by chaos—and for that
reason, we are especially called there. Martin Luther King, Jr., said peace is not
‘the absence of tension, but the presence of justice.’ We may wish for calm, a little
tranquility, but we know intuitively that peace is more than that. Peace is when
all things are as they should be, when all is right. Perhaps such peace surpasses
our understanding because it is bigger—and better—than we can comprehend.
It is the peace that reconciles enemies. It is a peace that helps us to see our own
harmful ways and calls us to conversion, too. It is a peace of God’s own making,
which we, by all of our best effort, cannot achieve alone. But it still requires our
full participation. It is the outworking of God’s surprising, even scandalous, way
of dealing with our oppressors. It is peace born of mercy—and not vengeance.
Prayer God of surpassing,surprising peace, we trust in your overwhelming mercy.
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Saturday, December 19th
Philippians 4. 4-7

Reflection—v. 6, ‘by prayer… let your requests be made known’
Prayer is the act of a beggar. The word itself literally means asking. At Mercy, we
are surrounded by begging, in all its variety--bold and brash and cunning and
subtle. As a community, we have embraced our identity as beggars, too. We
would have no food in our pantry or clothes in our closet or a roof to shelter us
or electricity to make a meal, if we did not beg. St. Francis and Paul and Jesus
himself show us that the way of the beggar can be a faithful way of living in relationship to God and to our neighbors. It may scandalize us, but the real scandal
is to think that we are not beggars. The truth is we have nothing that is not gift.
Even what we say we ‘earn’ by the sweat of our brow would not be possible
without the blessing of God--and very often, not without the cooperation and
help of others. This is the radical message of grace, taken at its full measure. Paul
simply reminds us that the posture of prayer is to acknowledge our dependence
upon God--and all of God’s many gifts--by asking, through ‘supplication,’ making
‘request,’ and above all, with ‘thanksgiving.’
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Prayer Like a beggar, we pray: Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on us!

4th Week of Advent
Lectionary Readings
Micah 5. 2-5a

Psalm 80. 1-7

Hebrews 10. 5-10
Luke 1. 46b-55
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Sunday, December 20th
Luke 1. 39-55

Reflection—v. 48, ‘for he took notice’ (NLT)
In my psychology class, we learned that when people want to believe in something they start to see more evidence of that thing, even if the evidence isn’t
actually increasing. Basically, we see what we are looking to see. Despite all the
preparations that are needed to be made when awaiting a birth, in our text we
see Mary in a moment of prayer. She rejoices that God noticed her. By praying,
we see that Mary also takes notice of God. It’s a mutual relationship. God sees
Mary’s heart, trusting her with the care of Jesus. And Mary sees God’s heart, acknowledging God’s great works, faithfulness, and provision. Perhaps, like Mary,
we might engage the world and notice more—to perceive God’s grace at work
in the world and to truly see the people around us. What do we want to see this
Advent, what do we choose to see? Advent is about waiting and anticipating,
but maybe it is also about noticing and seeing. The goodness and grace of God is
already present, just waiting for to be seen.
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Prayer God, your love is marked by the fact that you take notice of us, in weakness, in troubles; help us show our love by seeing your presence in our world.

Monday, December 21st
Psalm 80. 1-7

Reflection—v. 5, ‘bread made of tears’
Being saved doesn’t always look how we usually anticipate it. We may watch a
friend be saved from choking, but still end up with a few broken ribs. We may be
saved from our anxieties, but only with the help of medicines we never wanted
to take. We may watch a loved one be saved from illness, but they find their true
peace in their final resting place. We may want to be saved from our financial
woes, but bankruptcy was not what we wanted to declare. Frequently, we have a
hard time seeing how God is at work in the world. The difficulties of a saved life
sometimes taste like bitter bread made from our tears. We resist it. We become
picky. We want a different type of bread. We thought that salvation would come
more easily. Perhaps one day we will see that our bread of tears is actually the
bread of life.
Prayer Author of life, what you offer us we have a hard time imagining. Help us
to see what your salvation might be—the space it can create for love in our lives
right now. Help us change our expectations and learn to seek out the sweetness
of your grace, even if we must endure some discomfort and tears.
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Tuesday, December 22nd
Psalm 80. 1-7

Reflection—v. 7, ‘Restore us, God’
Just like people in the Bible, we ask God for many things. Our prayer lists are
long, which is not at all bad; God cares deeply for all those things that trouble
our hearts. However, the psalmist is asking for something for which we rarely
ask: ‘Restore us, God.’ I believe God wants to redeem and restore our world,
so broken and battered by the many ways we harm one another and ourselves.
Everyone can acknowledge things that need to be restored in our lives—our relationships, our mental and physical heath, a deeper spiritual integration, our focus on what really matters. But I don’t believe that in this context restoration just
means being brought back to a replica of our old lives at their best. God wants us
to experience love in deeper, more inclusive ways—ways that have the capacity
to bring about hope, joy, and peace for all of us. God is constantly calling all of
us who live on this planet toward new life, to more just and merciful life, to truly
abundant life. Let us join our prayers with the psalms this Advent, crying out to
God for true restoration and new life for a world in need.
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Prayer God, restore us in your mercy, leading us from old to new.

Wednesday, December 23rd
Titus 3. 4-7
Reflection

‘You saved my life!’—from drowning, from financial ruin, from overdose, from
being hit by a car. Whatever it is, when we exclaim these words, we mean this
life, right now. So how is it that when we talk about Jesus saving our lives, we
think only about the ‘fires of hell’ and not the life we are living? We are killing
ourselves with unhealthy relationships, consumerism, racism, sexism, screens
(television, computer, tablet, phone), hunger for power, gossip, and reactionary
attitudes. In this season of Advent, we are called to prepare ourselves, noticing
where we are unhealthy, and becoming ready to receive Christ, who comes to us
each day, born again and again. God pours goodness and loving kindness on us
for no other reason than that is simply who he is, love in the flesh. Mercy is given
to us in the face of death so that we might truly live today. Our lives are saved
by grace and mercy, and our response is to live full lives—full of the spectrum of
our feelings, full of love (actively, not just as a feeling), full of reconciliation, full
of encouragement, full of praise.
Prayer God of Mercy, help me to live today, and to live more fully into the
rebirth and renewal offered through Jesus, who saves us.
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Christmas Vigil
Lectionary Readings
Isaiah 9. 2-7

Psalm 96. 1-13
Titus 2. 11-14
Luke 2. 1-20
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Christmas Vigil — Thursday, December 24th
Luke 2. 1-20

Reflection—v. 19, ‘Mary... pondered them in her heart’
Today Advent is over, and we keep watch on the eve of a new world. Make no
mistake about it, the story of Christmas is a drama of the poor. It is surprising
just how unsentimental and unromanticized the narrative of the harsh realities
that attend the birth of Jesus is. While Luke seems focused on the shepherds and
angels, I am drawn to Mary. From the first, she has said thoughtfully and freely
and fully ‘yes’ to God. Mary is able to stay close to the heart of God because she
keeps so well her own heart. Amid all that is going on, everything that is hurriedly
happening, Mary is listening. She prayerfully ponders the good news of her son,
whether heralded by angels or lowly shepherds. Mary shows us that the community of God includes the poor and the outcast and listens to voices that others
ignore. Poor herself, she still hears the cry of the poor. Their words are her treasure as she hears the voice of God speaking through them to her. This Christmas,
may Mary teach us to develop hearts of prayerful pondering, humble listening,
and thankful treasuring as our world is renewed again.
Prayer God, help me ponder your presence in my heart, like Mary.
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Christmas Day
Lectionary Readings
Isaiah 62. 6-12
Psalm 97. 1-12
Titus 3. 4-7
Luke 2. 1-20
or

Isaiah 52. 7-10
Psalm 98. 1-9
Hebrews 1. 1-12
John 1. 1-14
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Christmas Day —Friday, December 25th
Luke 2. 1-20

Reflection—v. 7, ‘And she gave birth’
There is little so sweet as a Christmas nativity set—Mary peacefully kneeling,
Joseph gazing at the heavens, fluffy sheep outside the barn accompanied by curious shepherds and majestically clothed wise men, an angel suspended above
with a harp in hand, and little baby Jesus, rosy, chubby, and babbling at the center of it all. When exactly did giving birth become so idyllic? Birth is messy and
gross—there is bleeding, tearing, and wailing. Not all survive it. And yet, we all
went through it to get here. Perhaps if there was a nativity with Mary napping
in the corner, Joseph confusedly holding a diaper, shepherds looking wide-eyed
and surprised, wise men waiting patiently in the barn next-door until they can
come in, while Gabriel tries to hide his radiant light so as not to wake the sleeping mama, and farm animals trampling through the barn with all their muck and
nosing a red-faced, hungry Jesus, then we could truly believe that God is with us
in our mess and suffering. God incarnate indeed!
Prayer Sweet baby Jesus, let us not forget that you were born into mess and
that you will not leave us in our mess. Thanks be to God!
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Saturday, December 26th
Luke 2. 1-20

Reflection—v. 20, ‘for they had seen and heard’
If Jesus had been born in an inn or guesthouse, would the shepherds have been
privy to his birth? There is an equalizing factor that comes from not having
walls—nothing to block the view, no physical barrier, nothing to dampen the
noise. When we serve lunch on the streets we are all equally exposed to wind,
rain, heat, and cold. We see people who won’t or can’t come to church. We are
left vulnerable to those who are angry with us. But we all need to eat. Perhaps
it was the story of his homeless birth, where Mary and Joseph made their cathole in an outlying building (a ‘cat-hole’ is a sleep spot on the streets, frequently
in abandoned, un-lockable structures), surrounded by society’s despised, that
kept Jesus’ heart open to the poor. The shepherds who lived outdoors, outside
of town, filthy folks that they were, who first saw, heard, and praised God. They
are the ones who interrupted their day to peer into an outlying structure and see
‘with us is God.’ We all need a savior; outside is where he first appeared.
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Prayer God who sees and hears all, may we not hide behind our walls. Give us
the courage to be vulnerable and hospitable, just like your family.

1st Week after
Christmas Lectionary
Readings
1 Samuel 2. 18-20, 26
Psalm 148

Colossians 3. 12-17
Luke 2. 41-52
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Sunday, December 27th
1 Samuel 2. 18-20, 26

Reflection—v. 19, ‘His mother used to make for him a little robe’
I love the small details that turn up in the scriptures, the random particulars
like names or hair color or measurements that make the reader have to wonder
‘why do we need to know this?’ There are so many questions left unanswered
in scripture, and yet its stories offer us these minute details that can seem so insignificant to the narrative as a whole. The story of Samuel, the boy promised to
God by his otherwise barren mother and raised to become a great prophet who
would anoint kings, includes the small detail that his mother used to make him
a ‘little robe’ every year and bring it to him. How is that important? How is this
small detail significant in the midst of great sacrifices and prophesies? But I think
it is in the little details that God speaks to us, that God works through us. Sure,
it’s only a ‘little robe’ made by Samuel’s mother, but it’s the robe in which Samuel
ministered before the Lord. The gift of a simple article of clothing is included in
this story because it mattered. When we cannot be together, small gifts can be a
gesture of love, an assurance that our needs are cared for.
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Prayer God of big and little things, teach us that everything given in love matters.

Monday, December 28th
Colossians 3. 12-17

Reflection—v. 12, ‘clothe yourselves’
We are told that we must clothe ourselves with compassion, kindness, humility,
gentleness, and patience: the lived-out traits that become a reflection of new
life. We are not told to feel these things, but to wear them, to put them on,
to embody them. The image of putting on compassion or kindness, just as you
would a jacket or scarf, is powerful. Clothes protect us, they keep us warm, they
shield us from the wind and rain. It’s difficult for many of us to remember how
important clothing is, when our culture tells us fashions are something worn for
a short season then discarded. When one owns six jackets in six different colors,
it’s easy to forget how valuable a single warm jacket can be in keeping you warm
enough to stay alive on a cold night. Clothing ourselves in this way, not as an accessory, but as a necessity, makes the idea of clothing ourselves in compassion,
patience, and humility, a little different. Just as I would clothe myself in layers
of warmth against the winter wind, I will clothe myself in layers of humility, patience, gentleness, because these prepare me for my resurrected life in Christ.
Prayer God, clothe us, that we may live out the new life you gave us every day.
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Tuesday, December 29th
Colossians 3. 12-17

Reflection—v. 13, ‘bear with one another’
Bearing with someone can sound a little burdensome, something that you do
only because you have to, but I believe the author of Colossians is pointing to
something richer than merely tolerating each other. The phrase used for ‘bear
with one another’ is used one other time in the New Testament, in Ephesians,
when the community there was also encouraged to ‘bear with one another in
love.’ When we ‘bear with one another in love’ we are present with them, we
become their community, we share in their burdens, and ‘bear’ whatever that
means. We do not just tolerate them; we love them and stand with them. The
author gives us even more details on what we must do, saying that we must forgive each other if anyone has a complaint against another. That’s part of bearing
with each other: we have to forgive each other and choose to be in community
anyway. If we are to be a beloved community, we must learn to bear with one
another in love, and we must learn to forgive one another.
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Prayer God, help us to bear with one another, and forgive one another, with all
the unending love and patience that you have for us, your beloved children.

Wednesday, December 30th
Colossians 3. 12-17

Reflection—v. 14, ‘Love’
I do not know that I have ever experienced ‘perfect harmony’ at Mercy, but I
have experienced what it feels like to be loved. Maybe for the first time in my
life, I feel like I am a part of a community where no matter what I do, I will still be
loved. When we tell each other ‘hey, I love you,’ it is not the superficial I-loveyou-because-of-all-good-qualities-you-have love. Instead, I have experienced
something more akin to relationships-are-complicated-and-neither-of-us-isperfect-but-that-doesn’t-change-the-fact-that-I-love-you love. Love, despite our
faults. Love, despite our complications. Love, despite the fact that it is hard to
be in community with other people. But that is what love is; it is what we are
clothed in even after all the ‘despites.’ We still love each other, and that is exactly
what binds us together in perfect harmony. Not perfect in the sense that we do
not have faults, but perfect in the sense that it is right and good. Our love is what
binds our community together in God’s perfect harmony.
Prayer God, fill us with the kind of love that only you can offer, and help us to
see in each other and love in each other what you see and love in each of us.
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Thursday, December 31st
Colossians 3. 12-17

Reflection—v. 16, ‘teach and admonish one another’
These days at Mercy, we hear a lot about how we are a ‘teaching congregation.’
What this means on a basic level is that we are a congregation with interns who
are learning to be ministers, we offer classes like music and yoga, we invite youth
groups to participate and fellowship with us, and we have Bible studies where everyone has a chance to share wisdom and insight. But at Mercy, being a teaching
congregation goes far beyond the concrete opportunities offered. We embody
the concept of being a congregation that teaches and learns from one another
in a mutual exchange. The author of Colossians says that’s a great thing: teaching and learning is a part of bearing, forgiving, and loving one another. We must
let the word of Christ dwell in our hearts, but knowledge of Christ is not ours to
keep. We must share and teach it to one another. Each of us is a teacher charged
with sharing all of our wisdom. When teaching is done with patience, love, mutuality, and respect for one another, those are the times when Mercy is truly a
teaching community at its best.
Prayer Rabbi, may we follow you as teachers, sharing the joy and riches of our

41 hearts that we learned from you first.

Friday, January 1st
Colossians 3. 12-17

Reflection—v. 17, ‘do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus’
Every New Year, I think about ways to be a better Christian. This passage offers
great direction for what I might do. But this is not just a lesson for the New Year,
a resolution to be forgotten as life settles back into normalcy. No, the author is
asking for something bigger than a brief commitment. This is about making sure
that our entire being is centered on God. It is a reminder that we have been
given a new way of life that shapes our very being, disturbs our comfortable
routine, and touches our hearts with a depth that no Christmas commercial ever
could. Moreover, we are not to forget that this letter was written to a community, not a single recipient. Our personal goals for the New Year are good, but
we must remember what God asks of us as a beloved community—that we are
to be centered on God and do everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
something we can hope to accomplish with the love and support of one another.
As we watch Christmas decorations removed and advertisements change, let us
remember that our new way of life in Christ is year-round and life-long.
Prayer God, whose love is beyond time, remind us every single day is an opportunity to honor you in every single thing that we do.
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Saturday, January 2nd
Luke 2. 41-52

Reflection—v. 52 ‘Jesus increased’
Considering that we often like to imagine God as perfect and unchanging, I find
it interesting that we are told in this verse that ‘Jesus increased.’ In this story,
Jesus is a rebellious kid who wanders off from his parents, only to be found arguing theology and asking questions in the temple. When he is scolded for running away, Jesus has a comeback, and it is explained that his parents just don’t
understand. Yet directly following this story of Jesus-the-unruly-pre-teen, we
are told that he was obedient and increased in wisdom just as he aged in years.
This means that Jesus changed. Jesus was not stagnant. He did not descend to
us fully grown in mind and ready to proclaim his message. No, it was a process.
He had to get in trouble with his parents, get lost, be misunderstood, physically
grow, mature, and most importantly, he had to learn and ask questions. If Jesus, the perfect example of humanity, had to increase, so must we, struggling
through the same process toward maturity.
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Prayer God, help us strive for your favor with the humility of your Son, who was
ever learning and asking questions, always growing and increasing through you.

2nd Week after
Christmas Lectionary
Readings
Malachi 3. 1-4
Luke 1. 68-79

Philippians 1. 3-11
Luke 3. 1-6
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Sunday, January 3rd
John 1. 1-18

Reflection— v. 1, ‘In the beginning… the Word was with God’
John tells the story of Christmas differently. He doesn’t start in the small village
of Nazareth or the little town of Bethlehem. He begins at the beginning, literally.
John’s telling of the story of Jesus ties the good news of his coming to the coming into being of creation itself. And in truth, John even goes beyond that: the
beginning is the heart of the eternal God. What captures my attention, however,
is the tiniest of prepositions: ‘with.’ At the beginning of all things, the Word was
‘with’ God. At the heart of the mystery of God is relationship in its most basic
form, simply being with another. A beautiful metaphor for the Trinity, using the
traditional language, describes the mystery of God as an eternal dance of love.
The Father lavishes the overflowing fullness of his love upon the Son, and the
Son joyously returns this love to the Father in full measure. This eternal movement of self-giving love between the Father and the Son is, in fact, the Holy Spirit.
Relationship is at the heart of the universe, flowing from the heart of God at the
beginning. Loving mutuality is the origin and order of the all things.
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Prayer God, you are with me, and I am with you—and this is love; this is life.

Monday, January 4th
John 1. 1-18

Reflection—v. 18, ‘the Son… close to the Father’s heart… has
made him known’
Jesus is a teacher of the heart. He has come to show us what it is to be ‘close to
the Father’s heart.’ Prayer draws us closer to that heart. The practice of silence in
prayer has become especially important for us. Silence is what happens when we
choose simply to be together without the need for words. At Mercy, silence is not
the same as quiet. Someone is always coming through the door, banging it loudly.
Water is running, as toilets are flushed or coffee cups washed. Someone may be
snoring, a weary soul finding a moment of rest. Someone whose mind is full of
many voices may be talking to no one any of us can see. But as we sit together in
near darkness, a lit candle glowing on our altar table, silence takes all this noise
into itself. Beneath the hustle and bustle, you begin to perceive a silence that
upholds all that is. This is the silence of heart within heart, of the eternal, noiseless dance of love that is the mystery of God. As we see one another, prayerfully
and from the heart, we begin to see the heart of God that Jesus is showing us.
Prayer Jesus, close to the heart of God, teach us to live, heart within heart.
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Tuesday, January 5th
John 1. 1-18

Reflection—v. 14, ‘we have seen his glory… as of a father’s only
son’
Often we have open eyes but fail to see. Walk down streets you normally drive,
and notice what you see. The slowness of a walk gives the time to see differently—more fully, more clearly, more intimately—what the speed of our hectic
lives renders a passing blur. It is the same with love. Truly seeing is what happens when we slow down enough to be with one another. Jesus shows us the
glory he shares with God, the glory ‘of a father’s only son.’ It is the glory of selfgiving, mutual love. Our churches—indeed all our communities—can become
places where, if we are willing, we slow down enough to truly see one another.
If we do not allow sin and suffering to avert our gaze, we might just behold
God’s glory. Our worst behavior is not our truest self. Who a person really is—
who each one of us has been created in God’s own image to be—is that glimpse
of glory we see in one another on our best days, in our kindest and most selfless acts. Grace upon grace, God helps us to see one another as God sees us.
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Prayer God, help me slow down enough to see—and to behold your glory.

Epiphany Lectionary
Readings
Isaiah 60. 1-6

Psalm 72. 1-7, 10-14
Ephesians 3. 1-12
Matthew 2. 1-12
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Epiphany — Wednesday, January 6th
Matthew 2. 1-12

Reflection—v. 3, ‘they went back to their own country by another route’
We expect paths to be straight, to be linear—at least I do. I like to have a plan,
moving from one thing to another chronologically, always moving forward. When
I take to the trails, I cling to my map and get nervous if I find myself off track. But
somehow life isn’t that straightforward—particularly lives of faith. Like the wise
men, I find that when I come face to face with God, it usually means a change
of direction—I see myself in a new light or make new meaning of an experience.
All these things put me on a new trajectory, hopefully a more loving, kinder,
more compassionate, more merciful, more open avenue. Sometimes I find that
my path loops back around, helping me to understand new meaning in familiar
concepts or stories. Other times I’m led into new territory. After meeting God,
I’m never quite sure what is next, but this squiggly path has been a wonderfully
transformative one.
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Prayer Holy God, I like my plans. I like feeling like I’m moving forward. Open
me to new journeys that deepen my understanding and bring me closer to love.

Praying

by. Mary Oliver

It doesn’t have to be
the blue iris, it could be
weeds in a vacant lot, or a few
small stones; just
pay attention, then patch
a few words together and don’t try
to make them elaborate, this isn’t
a contest but the doorway
into thanks, and a silence in which
another voice may speak.
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