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Saturday, December 30th
Luke 1.26-38

Reflection—v. 29, ‘she was much perplexed... and pondered...’

Mercy, for all its beauty, is sometimes a chaotic place—a storm of noise and movement. 
There are days when it seems that all I can hold on to is the loose knot of beads I grasp 
in my hands. But sometimes in those moments, there comes a grace, and it feels that 
my hands hold the mysteries that bind together the universe. We look for peace outside 
ourselves. But it is from within that peace truly comes. Though peace arises within, it does 
not come from us, but from the wellspring of living waters that flows from a hidden place 
in the very depths of our being. In the midst of the chaos around me—and sometimes 
very much within me—the wooden rosary in my hands bids me come once more to that 
peaceful spring. It calls me to my heart. Its well-worn beads threaded one to the other 
are a sign of the power of prayer to bind together all the many parts of our lives and all 
the many members of our community. The rosary is far more than relentless repetition. 
The rosary is a way to contemplative prayer. Strictly speaking, contemplation is wordless 
prayer, a loving look at God. But these comfortable and comforting words help shepherd 
my wayward, distracted mind to a deeper focus, pulling it along the path to my heart. I 
enter into a world deeper and wider and greater than the tiny world outside that so easily 
ensnares my senses. There in the heart, lover and beloved commune, and peace is found.

Prayer  Jesus, lead us into our heart, where you wait for us.

Sunday, December 10th
Mark 1.1-8

Reflection—v. 1, ‘The beginning of the good news…’
There’s not a lot of good in the news lately—threats of nuclear warfare, white supremacy 
rallies, and any number of nasty tweets abound. The word on the street is one of anxi-
ety and terror, with no message of comfort or hope coming from our country’s leaders. 
Though we associate the phrase ‘good news’ with the biblical passages, this used to be a 
political term. ‘Good news’ was that which came out of Rome, news that benefited the 
empire. That is part of what is so provocative about using this phrase to talk about the 
beginning of the very counter-cultural, even revolutionary, story of Jesus’ life. This ‘good 
news’ isn’t sent out from the imperial gates, but it is announced from the wilderness, the 
edges of society, the margins. This ‘good news’ isn’t about military victories or the birth of 
a royal prince, but a message for the downtrodden. It promises something different than 
what Rome could ever offer. It could be easy to feel defeated by the news coming out of 
the empire these days, as so seldom is it good. However, it is not the only story. In this 
season of Advent, we remember that ‘good news’ also comes from the margins, where we 
find stories of resistance, hope, and alternative ways of being. The next time you are lost 
in a black hole of inflammatory tweets, put your phone down and come stop by a place 
like Mercy. You might just hear a different message on the margins.

Prayer  Jesus Christ, Son of God, help us hear your good news.

ADVENT & CHRISTMAS  DEVOTIONAL
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Monday, December 11th
Mark 1.1-8

Reflection—v. 4, ‘a baptism of repentance…’

What exactly is a baptism of repentance? It could be easy to get caught up in as-
sociating baptism with a one-time plunge that washes away wrong-doings, but 
what John is proclaiming from the margins is so much more. The Greek word 
used in the text has the connotation of ‘changing one’s mind.’ John is calling out 
from the margins and asking people to change their minds, to have a change of 
heart, which sounds entirely more difficult than merely asking for forgiveness. 
Changing our minds is hard. It is easy to give into stereotypes, the pressures of 
societal standards, the comforting ease of our habits. We often would rather 
just keep thinking the way we already do, clinging to our generalizations and as-
sumptions. But here is John come to shake things up, and say, ‘Hey! Pay attention 
and get ready. It’s time to start reconsidering your lives. It’s time to change your 
minds about some things.’ The next time you find yourself stuck in some familiar, 
disparaging thoughts, making assumptions about others or giving into societal 
stereotypes, remember your baptism, and be open to changing your mind.

Prayer  God, open our hearts and change our minds to see others as you do.

Friday, December 29th
Luke 1.26-38

Reflection—v. 29, ‘she was much perplexed... and pondered...’

My first time praying the rosary was with the Missionaries of the Poor. I knelt with the 
brothers on their hard tile floor in the heat of a Jamaican afternoon. Fifty Hail Mary’s 
never felt so long: my novice knees went numb and my non-monk muscles felt on 
fire—though not with the Holy Ghost. My heart was far from centered, since my most 
persistant thought had to do with when this prayer would end. I even wondered what I 
was doing, since I was apparently torturing myself and reciting this very Catholic prayer, 
over and over. Yet despite my discomfort, both physically and in my own thoughts, I 
sensed that this prayer, with these brothers, in this place, was somehow right. Looking 
back, I see connections I did not see then. I first came to the rosary at the margins, with 
the poor. Here also I first encountered Mary, in the very place where the faithful disciple-
ship of her Son authentically invites us all. There are many ways to pray, of course, and 
the rosary is but one. Yet however we pray, let us ponder the revolutionary call of God in 
the moment, as Mary did, however perplexing it may be. This is the true gift of a praying 
heart. Then let us go where Mary’s own prayerful pondering led: to follow her Son to the 
margins, to those who still cry out for justice and healing and mercy.

Prayer  Jesus, give us the grace to go to the margins with you.
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Thursday, December 28th
Luke 1.26-38

Reflection—v. 38, ‘Let it be with me just as you have said.’
It is cold, but there is a warmth in the closeness of the people in procession. On the south-
side of Atlanta, we walk together, brightening the dark with song and prayer, lifting our 
lighted candles in the ambered darkness. We process to celebrate the Feast of Our Lady 
of Guadalupe in the neighborhoods surrounding the vibrant parish mission. And it seems 
to me that I have become part of a great peace march. Devotion to Mary is a contested 
issue between Protestants and Catholics. But I am not so sure it should be. Mary offers all 
of us a model of faithful discipleship in boldly following the way of her Son. It seems this is 
precisely what Luke intends we see in his presentation of Mary as a kind of first disciple of 
Jesus. Her prayerful, thoughtful ‘yes’ and unhesitating obedience to the impossible path 
shown her gives us a pattern for our own faith in the good news proclaimed by the angels. 
In taking upon herself the full weight of God’s liberating word she is shouldering the cross 
that we who would follow her Son must take up. Without hesitation, she casts her lot with 
God’s merciful revolution and willfully commits treason against whatever does not follow 
the way of love. It isn’t her joyous maternity that makes Mary blessed in every generation, 
but rather it is her courageous faithfulness. It is her way of discipleship.

Prayer  Jesus, thank you for those who show us how to follow you.

Tuesday, December 12th
Mark 1.1-8

Reflection—v. 3, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight 
paths for him.’
It’s nice to walk on straight paths. The way is clear. You don’t have to worry about tripping, 
and you aren’t going to lose your way. If you’ve ever come and shared lunch on the streets 
with Mercy, you’ll know that Ponce de Leon Avenue is no such path. As we pull our carts 
filled with soup and sandwiches down the street to be shared, there are potholes that 
jam the cart wheels. Moreover, the traffic is loud, there is little shade, and one can easily 
get rammed by a turning car whose driver isn’t paying attention. It’s not a very hospitable 
place to walk. Yet this is where many of our brothers and sisters living on the streets walk 
every day. It’s not only where we walk, but where we share meals and where we lie down 
for a rest. Here at the beginning of this Advent season, John reminds us that we are to 
prepare the way. We are to make straight paths and hospitable places for the Lord. How-
ever, as it stands, we are not exactly inviting Christ to walk the streets of Atlanta. We close 
our city shelters and erect live/work/play monstrosities instead. We want to ‘beautify’ 
our streets at the expense of those who must live on them. Maybe it’s time to stop and 
remember who walks these paths. The Lord is coming to walk these streets; let’s make 
them a little more hospitable. 

Prayer  Lord, we desire for you to be with us; prepare our hearts to welcome you.

Getting Started
In our community, we practice an ancient style of prayer and Bible 
study called Lectio Divina.  Through this practice, we read the Scrip-
tures 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 and Christmas, 
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.  

A day of Silence can be a pilgrimage in itself.
A day of Silence can help you listen to the soul play
Its marvelous lute and drum.
Is not most talking a crazed defense of a crumbling fort?
I thought we came here to surrender in Silence,
To yield to light and happiness,
To dance within
In celebration of Love’s Victory!

Silence
by Hafiz
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Wednesday, December 13th
Mark 1.1-8

Reflection—v. 8, ‘I baptize you with water, but he will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit.’

I wish feeling the power of the Holy Spirit was as easy as getting splashed. Every Sunday 
when Pastor Maggie invites members of Mercy to remember our baptism, she pours a 
pitcher of water into a basin, inevitably splashing those sitting closest. You can feel the 
little droplets as they hit you if you find yourself sitting in the ‘splash zone.’ Whether you 
have the luxury of a shower or the disadvantage of having no shelter from a rain storm, it 
is easy to recall the feeling of having water poured out on you. But what about the Holy 
Spirit? That may be a harder feeling to nail down, but we have been baptized with the 
Holy Spirit all the same. Not just once, but every time we come together, we confess that 
the Holy Spirit is poured out upon us. How are we to live like we’re drenched in the Holy 
Spirit, as if we just got stuck in a summer thunderstorm? It’s not as simple as splashing 
ourselves with some water. But we know that the Spirit is present when we come together 
as a community. We can trust that when we ask God, God pours out God’s Spirit upon us, 
like a pitcher of water. If you feel like you need a little shower of the Holy Spirit, sometimes 
you’ve just got to show up and be willing to sit in the splash zone.

Prayer  Holy Spirt, pour down upon us, and fill us to overflowing.

1st Week of Advent 
Lectionary Readings

 Isaiah 64:1-9

Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19

1 Corinthians 1:3-9

 Mark 13:24-37

Wednesday, December 27th
Luke 1.26-38

Reflection—v. 32, ‘God will give him the throne of David...’
God’s shocking way of keeping promises is a decisive ‘no’ to all human patterns of violence 
and domination. This ‘no’ is as much what Christmas is about as all the candle-lighting 
and carol-singing we will do this season. This may help us to discern the moment more 
faithuflly in a time of Black Lives Matter and daily revelations of sexual harrasment and 
rape by powerful men against women, in a time of mass shootings and nuclear name-
calling, of climate change denial and devestating storms, of terrorism and wall-building. 
The birth of Mary’s Son heralds the coming of a different way for human beings, a king-
dom whose command is love, for both neighbors and enemies. God’s advent through the 
‘yes’ of Mary’s bold faithfulness seeks community and a common table with the poor and 
the hungry, with the vulnerable and the outcast. Have we so romanticized and sentimen-
talized the story of Jesus’ birth that we forget that Mary was a young woman, poor and 
bearing the stigma of sexualized shame, whose child was born homeless in a barn because 
of the tax plan of a rich tyrant? Christmas calls us to undo the patterns that discriminate, 
abuse, harm, rob and do violence, both within ourselves and within all of the communites 
to which we belong.

Prayer  Jesus, you have come to us to end oppression and violence; save us, Lord.

Epiphany — Saturday, January 6th
Matthew 2. 1-12

Reflection—v. 1, ‘wise men from the east came...’

The day before I left for the Camino de Santiago, a Muslim acquaintance of mine brought 
me a little charm to attach to my bag—a token someone special gave to him as he started 
the hard work of engaging an inner journey. It had served its purpose for him, and he 
wanted me to have it to remind me of all those who would hold me in the light during my 
walk and with the hope that I might return safety. I was incredibly touched by the gesture 
and that much more surprised to find a small scallop shell pin with the cross of St. James 
painted on the back. It was perfect. Despite wanting to quit after just three days because 
my feet hurt so badly, every time I looked at my bag I felt the support of friends and 
family from afar. He did his inner work at home. I traveled abroad. Regardless, we both 
needed the encouragement of loved ones. I’m sure the wise men had moments of doubt 
and struggled with weariness, too. I wonder what they hoped for? What did they expect 
to find? How did they expect to be changed? Did they walk for religious reasons? What 
did they bring for the journey? Who did they leave behind? Wherever we are, whatever 
our struggle, may we each feel the support of our loved ones and sense that God is ever-
present.  May we have intuitive moments of God’s revelation. May we never tire of the 
journey ourselves and pass along encouragement to others whenever we can.

Prayer O God, may we be always a pilgrim people, seeking you out along the way.
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Sunday, December 3rd
Mark 13.24-37

Reflection—v. 36, ‘or else he may find you asleep when he comes 
suddenly’

I suffer from FOMO. It’s been a struggle my whole life. I have the Fear Of Missing Out, 
FOMO. It’s that fear that has kept me up late at slumber parties, conferences, dance par-
ties, and family gatherings. I want that experience. I want that connection. I want that 
memory.  After all, sleep is for the weak!  If I’m honest though, I haven’t had much FOMO 
when it comes to my relationship with God—which is problematic. I suppose my mental-
ity is that God will always be there, so I can catch up with God later.  And surely, God wants 
me to take care of myself, right?  God understands that I need to sleep, even if my friends 
don’t.  But it seems like I could be missing out on an awful lot.  Can you imagine what the 
world would look like if we had a Fear Of Missing Out of God and God’s Kingdom?  I’m not 
talking about that guilty, shaming, knee-knocking, hell-fire-and-brimstone type of fear, 
but rather that fear of missing out on the beautiful, the awe-inspiring, the well-rested, the 
fun-loving and loving-kindness peaceful existence that could be found in God. How is it 
that we aren’t scared of missing out on that? It’ll require a change of priorities, courage, 
and abundant hope, but I suspect that it will be well worth it.  

Prayer  God, help us turn to you that we may participate in your joyful kingdom.

Thursday, December 14th
2 Peter 3.8-15a

Reflection—v. 15, ‘our Lord’s patience means salvation’

I’m not a very patient person. I like to walk fast and get places early. If I’m trying to ex-
plain something, I like people to keep up. I’ve always struggled when people tell me that 
patience is a virtue, for it seems I haven’t nurtured very much of it in my own life. But in 
this passage, patience is equated to godliness, for it is God’s unending patience that will 
lead to the salvation of all people. The author of Peter is offering an interpretation as to 
why we haven’t yet seen the magnificent transformation of the ‘end times.’ Where’s that 
new heaven and earth yet? Maybe God’s time is different, Peter suggests, and God isn’t 
to be rushed. Maybe God isn’t being slow, but the Lord is patiently waiting for everyone 
to come around, that all might be saved. We live in a world that likes to keep things fast-
paced. We want instant news, instant answers, instant food, and instant service. But there 
is much to be learned from patience. At Mercy, patience can look like walking more slowly 
for our friends who have difficulty keeping up, or waiting for someone else to have a turn 
to speak in Bible Study, even if I don’t share their opinion. Patience can be hard work, 
and it doesn’t necessarily come naturally. But the author of Second Peter reminds us that 
sometimes it’s worth waiting for everyone to get there.

Prayer  O God, grant that we may have patience for one another. 

Tuesday, December 26th
Luke 1.26-38

Reflection—v. 32, ‘God will give him the throne of David...’
There is a beautiful scandal in these words, because they show us something of the mys-
terious way that God works for justice and wholeness in the midst of our obvious injustice 
and brokenness. Daily we are confronted by our own brokenness and the brokenness of 
those around us. It is a brokenness that seems to spiral so uncontrollably that we some-
times feel we are plummeting head first into a maelstrom of terrifying chaos. How can 
God be both just and faithful in the midst of such brokenness? Is it possible that God can 
save us from chaos? We know God keeps God’s promises to David—and by extension, 
to the people of David—in ways that are true to God’s own purposes of redemption and 
salvation. But there is both a healthy continuity and discontinuity in how God keeps these 
promises. The child of Mary becomes the one who is to ‘sit upon the throne of David 
forever.’ But it’s fair to say that the merciful way Jesus occupies that throne is like nothing 
that David—or we—could have imagined. Jesus does not keep with David’s understanding 
of being a king. Yes, God makes a promise, and God keeps the promise. But in keeping it, 
God transcends it. God’s promise-making and keeping is a steady line that runs through 
our days and years, binding us together and bringing us into a hopeful future, where we 
may dare to have the confidence that all shall indeed be well.

Prayer  God of promise, show us your faithfulness in our brokenness.

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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Monday, December 4th
Mark 13.24-37

Reflection—v. 28, ‘from the fig tree...branch becomes tender’
When I walked the Camino de Santiago in September, I was struck by the abundance of 
food. Every field and yard was dripping with food from plants, vines, and trees. There 
were grapes, tomatoes, lemons, oranges, corn, cabbage, and figs. Oh, the figs! Their 
sweet branches blocked the sun from our backs and offered us sustenance with their fruit.  
But this passage doesn’t talk about fruit. It talks about tender shoots growing leaves.  
There aren’t even flowers on these trees, much less fruit. That’s true of this season, too. 
The season of Advent is a season of darkness and preparation. It’s a time when we survey 
ourselves and the world and consider what needs to be done to be ready to welcome the 
Son of God.  The fruits of our labors are not yet seen, but we act with hopeful anticipation 
nevertheless.  Now is the time to do the unpopular work of confessing our shortcomings 
with our whole hearts. Growth is a slow process that makes us vulnerable. We become 
tender, more susceptible to hurt, but its in that place of vulnerability that we can know 
that good things are near. Every failure is an opportunity for learning. Every injustice is a 
chance for justice to prevail. Every division creates space for reconciliation. I hope that 
during this season, we can keep those growth moments tender—not distracting with hu-
mor or rationalizations, but truly feeling what is being done and to let that be okay.

Prayer  God of tenderness, may we see the signs of your love and transformation.

Friday, December 15th
Isaiah 40.1-11

Reflection—v. 1, ‘Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.’
Most scholars agree that our Christian cannon’s book of Isaiah is actually made up of mul-
tiple books. The poem that begins in chapter 40 serves as a prologue to the second book 
of Isaiah, a new prophetic message of hope to God’s people in exile. One interpretation 
of this poem is that it depicts God speaking to God’s ‘divine council,’ telling them that the 
long period of exile is to be over: the people of Jerusalem have served their time, and now 
they are to be treated with tenderness and comfort. I do not think that God ever stops 
being a source of comfort for us. God never truly abandons us. But that doesn’t mean that 
it doesn’t feel like we’ve been abandoned sometimes. While the Advent season is one of 
joy and preparation, for many of us it can also be a difficult time. The holidays can remind 
us of the loss of loved ones or family not with us now. For those of us living outdoors, it 
means longer, colder nights and the threat of inclement weather. There are times when 
we can all use reminders that God has a word of comfort for us. But the thing about this 
word is that it isn’t simply God saying, ‘I am here to comfort you.’ This word is also a 
spoken command that those who need it will be comforted. In the highs and lows of this 
season, may we know that not only is God with us in our distress but may we also follow 
God’s command to show comfort to others when they need it.

Prayer  Comfort, O comfort your people, Compassionate God.

Christmas Day — Monday, December 25th
John 1. 1-14

Reflection—v. 14, ‘The Word became flesh’
To rejoice along with the angels and all of creation upon the breaking of a new Christmas 
morn is to celebrate the wondrous mystery of the Incarnation. It is to marvel that the 
maker of all things has taken a human body in which to dwell. In many ways, this is the 
great, luminous truth of our faith—from which all else that is true springs. It is a rapturous 
response to that melancholy yearning: ‘O come, O come, Immanuel, and ransom captive 
Israel.’ Since God has come to be with us in the beauty and vulnerability of the human 
body, to truly celebrate Christmas is to regard every human body with a holy dignity and 
loving care. It is to oppose war and violence and sexual assault and rape. It is to value 
consent and compassion and the choices of others. It is to share food and clothing, shelter 
and security. It is to join the celebration at the marvelous joys of life and to mourn with 
one another in its sorrow. It is to care for the sick and bury the dead. It is to make peace 
and to seek justice, for these are the necessary preconditions for human thriving, so that 
every one of us may bear to the full the rich harvest of life. It is to care for and nurture 
our bodies and the sacredness of the human life each bears, be they young or old, full of 
activity and motion or weakened by sickness and mortal limitation. To honor life in our 
bodies, so fragile and so magnificent, is to keep Christmas faithfully.

Prayer  God, you come to us, in our own flesh, to make our humanity your home.

Friday, January 5th
Luke 2:22-40

Reflection—v. 35, ‘a sword will pierce your own soul too’
I’ve never noticed this line in scripture before, and I can’t get it out of my head.  I find my-
self deeply touched by the imagery, and yet I struggle with its meaning. I’m skeptical that 
it points solely to Jesus’ death, though I appreciate the power of that interpretation. Jesus’ 
parents came to the temple offering two birds, a sacrifice of the poor—those who cannot 
afford a lamb. I suspect that they were no strangers to injustice and violence. The abuse 
we witness in this physical world deeply wounds us.  Sticks, stones, and words can cut us 
right to the core. It’s through emotional and physical attacks that we start to doubt the 
worth of a life. We attack lives that look different than our own. If we started by valuing 
life, we’d be horrified by the conditions in which some of us live.  Our souls would throb 
when we see someone denied health care or shelter, or bullied, or sexually harassed, or 
addicted, or isolated, or hungry, or shot. The whole family of Mary and Joseph lived under 
the oppression of the Romans and their soldiers. Jesus would grow up to challenge the 
societal norms of their culture—and our own. To celebrate his birth and life, we celebrate 
the opposition to injustice. Until Christ’s mercy and love reigns, every act of violence, 
emotional or physical, may pierce our own souls.  May peace come to us one and all. 

Prayer  God, help me remain joyful, even in soul-piercing heartbreak.
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Tuesday, December 5th
Mark 13.24-37

Reflection—v. 24, ‘the sun will be darkened, and the moon will 
not give its light’
My brother lives in the 2017 eclipse path of totality. That made it very easy for my 
entire immediate family to gather and watch the once-in-a-lifetime phenomenon to-
gether. In this Markan prophecy, the turning of the sky sounds very dramatic. So was 
the eclipse. But what struck me most was the length of the process. To the discerning 
(and protected!) eye, watching the waxing and waning of the eclipse took hours. Signs 
were all around us of what was to come, if we knew what to look for. For example, 
the crescent shadows of leaves were a tell-tale sign of the looming eclipse—though 
honestly, I was so busy looking up, that I forgot to look down. And really, that’s all 
prophecy is—an interpretation of what is already around us, if we are looking in the 
right direction. The signs are there, for sure. But usually the process is longer than 
we hope. This passage speaks about God gathering together God’s people—not di-
viding us. In this Advent season, do we notice the ways in which God is gathering us 
together? Let us stop pointing fingers and begin to look for the ways that God gathers 
us as one people into God’s kingdom—where everybody is loved and valued.  

Prayer  God of all seasons, may we see the signs of your love and transformation.

Saturday, December 16th
Isaiah 4.1-11

Reflection—v. 6, ‘And I said, “What shall I cry?”’
It’s easy to look at the injustices of this world and know that things are not as they should 
be. In the past few months alone, we’ve witnessed people’s lives and homes devastated 
by hurricanes and flooding, yet not receiving the help they need. We’ve seen Nazi symbols 
paraded openly in public streets and heard the words ‘mass shooting’ more frequently 
than we ever should. It can all seem immensely overwhelming. We know we are to resist, 
but what can we even do? What can we even say? A voice says, ‘Cry out!’ But what shall 
we cry? Sometimes it seems like no matter what we cry, or what we do, things do not 
change. In fact, sometimes it seems like for all our crying out, things only get worse. What 
can we say that will make people listen this time, that will make things better, that will 
change hearts and lives? God tells us not to give up. It may seem like people don’t listen, 
and that things never change, but God will endure with us nevertheless. Sometimes we 
cannot see what our resistance will lead to. Resisting injustice can be a long and difficult 
fight, with little tangible rewards. Despite all our hard work, we may never ‘change the 
world’ in a neat and tidy way that makes us feel warm, fuzzy, and directly-involved. And 
yet we must keep crying out for change. Even if it feels like we fail daily, we participate in 
God’s enduring word of love for this world as we cry out. 

Prayer  Give us the strength to resist, O God; give us the strength to cry out. 

Thursday, January 4th
Luke 2:22-40

Reflection—v. 34-35, ‘be a sign that will be opposed so that the 
inner thoughts of many will be revealed’
That’s one heck of a blessing, Simeon! We’ve certainly softened our sentiments when it 
comes to blessings. I’m used to the ‘may God be with you’ and ‘may the road rise to meet 
you’ varieties of blessing. In any fairy tale, only a witch would say something like ‘this child 
will be a sign that will be opposed.’ But we wouldn’t call it a blessing; we’d call it a curse. 
Perhaps, though, we’re a bit conflict averse. Perhaps there is a blessing in opposition. Op-
position helps us to see that there is more than one perspective—helps us to understand 
needs and acknowledge limits. Opposition teaches us to listen. Opposition can help us to 
become more flexible, to compromise.  Opposition helps us to define what we think and 
helps us better communicate our observations. Opposition is a catalyst for change—in-
spiring creativity and creating space for growth. The revelation of one’s inner thoughts 
doesn’t have to be bad.  At some point, we have to know where we stand. In reality, we 
probably won’t stand there forever. Coming in contact with Jesus and his teachings will 
challenge all that we know.  As our salvation is born, may we align our thoughts and lives 
in God’s light.

Prayer  Light of the world, conflict is scary. Help us to look at our inner thoughts 
and turn to you.

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



39

2718

Wednesday, December 6th
 Isaiah 64.1-9

Reflection—v. 5, ‘because you hid yourself, we transgressed’
Have you ever said something like, ‘You made me do it’ to another person? I have. But re-
ally? When I yell, did someone else fill my lungs with air, constrict my throat, and choose 
the words I said?  Of course not. I did that. I chose my response. Sure, it has been influ-
enced by the behaviors I witnessed growing up and what has worked for me in the past. 
But my response was fueled by my own energy and directed under my self-control (or lack 
thereof). Nobody can make me yell.  Another person might choose a different response to 
provocation, and on a different day, I might choose a different response myself. What gall 
the prophet has in blaming God for the bad behavior of the people. But honestly, we en-
gage in those kinds of ridiculous moral gymnastics all the time, shirking our responsibility. 
If we are not able to see our own agency in our mistakes, how will the cycle ever stop? In 
this season of waiting for God to be born into the world, we must not find ourselves pass-
ing the blame for the woes of our world. Instead we have the opportunity to participate 
in preparing for Jesus. Rather than seeming to stand around incriminating one another, 
we should look and see where love is lacking. It is our work to create a world of peace, 
dignity, and respect. After all, into what type of world do we want to welcome our God?

Prayer Incarnate God, may we be truthful with you and ourselves about our 
world so that we might create a more hospitable home for you.

6

Wednesday, January 3rd
Luke 2:22-40

Reflection— v. 31, ‘in the presence of all peoples’
God can do all things, even those things which we can’t—and those things which we 
won’t. God lays it all out in front of us. God isn’t trying to trick us, not even for our own 
good—my parents used to sneak carrots into the spaghetti sauce so that their picky-eater 
children would consume more veggies (that is, until they accidentally turned the sauce 
carrot orange, but I digress). Honestly though, many secrets are not kept because of good 
intentions, but rather for deception and the truth our secrets try to hide. Why is it so hard 
to be transparent? Sometimes reading the news it feels like every headline is a deflection, 
a variation on Jack Nicholson’s infamous accusation, ‘You can’t handle the truth!’ We can 
make plans in the presence of all peoples, but we don’t. We make deals behind closed 
doors, worried that our plans won’t come to fruition if others knew what we were up to. 
God doesn’t worry about God’s plans being foiled. Nothing is hidden. God continually un-
folds the story of God’s love for us throughout history and through the life of Jesus. When 
we don’t understand God’s ways, God sends Jesus. When our response to Christ’s life is to 
kill him, God answers with resurrection. Love wins, new opportunities are birthed, and the 
story continues to unfold. Perhaps this season, we will join in God’s joyful and transparent 
work of salvation.   
 

Prayer  God, help us to follow your transparent example that births life to all.

3rd Week of Advent 
Lectionary Readings

Isaiah 61.1-4, 8-11

Psalm 126.1-6

1 Thessalonians 5.16-
                                     24

John 1.6-28

Christmas Vigil—Sunday, December 24th
Luke 1.26-38

Reflection—v. 37, ‘Nothing is impossible for God. ’ 

It seems like night in our world. We are in desperate need of a renewal of hope. Some 
years ago, I first came across Of Gods and Men, a remarkably beautiful film. Through it, I 
learned of a group of Trappist monks in war-torn Algeria who made the faithful choice to 
remain with the Muslim neighbors they had befriended and loved for years, even though 
staying meant certain death. A few days before Christmas, one of the monks, Christophe 
Lebreton, wrote: ‘Since merely a yes is enough for you to do the impossible here, take me 
please.’ This is the ‘yes’ of Mary, a yes that we too are invited to share. Such a gift of self 
cannot help but usher in a new world. Hope is grounded first in the will of God to do the 
impossible: to gather a diverse community, to establish justice, to heal the wounded and 
redeem the guilty, to end all violence. That hope grows within us when we realize that 
the impossible begins with something very possible—and within our reach: our own self-
offering, our own yes in the smallest, humblest of things. After all, the world is still chang-
ing at the yes of a poor woman and the birth of a homeless child so many long nights ago.

Prayer  God of the impossible, help us to say yes, even in the darkest nights.
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Tuesday, January 2nd
Luke 2:22-40

Reflection— v. 30, ‘your salvation’

Does it strike anyone else as odd that Simeon praises God saying, ‘for my eyes have seen 
your salvation?’ God’s salvation? Not our (human kind’s) salvation?  What does God need 
to be saved from? While I can’t see this deliverance as being what God needs, it does call 
to mind a quote attributed to Lilla Watson, an Aboriginal activist from Australia: ‘If you 
have come to help me, you are wasting your time. If you have come because your libera-
tion is bound up with mine, then let us work together.’  Could God really see us that way? 
That God’s own liberation is tied up in ours? As Christians we believe that we have our 
ultimate ally and advocate in Christ, in God’s own Triune self. I’d never really considered 
our deliverance as something that God also needs. One of my favorite quotes by Hafiz, 
fourteenth-century Persian poet, says, ‘God revealed a sublime truth to the world when 
he sang, “I am made whole by your life. Each soul, each soul completes Me.”’ How can we 
remain so competitive with a God like that? How can we see our worth separate from one 
another? How can we be so judgmental? Jesus is born! Let us all work for our salvation, 
a life based in love.

Prayer  Incarnate God, you were born for your salvation and ours. Help us to take 
that truth seriously.

Thursday, December 7th
 Isaiah 64.1-9

Reflection—v. 5, ‘because you hid yourself, we transgressed’
Growing up, there were three of us kids in our house. But it was a fourth who constantly 
got blamed for all our misdeeds. Who left their dishes in the sink? Not Me. Who left the 
TV on? Not Me. Who left the bathroom floor wet? Not Me. Not Me was responsible for an 
awful lot in our house. We live in a society where we avoid taking responsibility. After all, 
we are innocent until proven guilty, we say. That’s an important right in a criminal trial, but 
it has somehow framed our general mentality, so that we almost never take responsibility 
for our actions until our wrongdoing has been undeniably proven by someone else. Most 
prominent in the news right now is the torrent of sexual misconduct allegations against 
men of power. More often than not, the response to such allegations is Not Me. The un-
fortunate reality is that I don’t know of any woman who has not experienced unwanted 
and inappropriate sexual advances. At Mercy, we take a lot of time to discuss ‘genderism.’ 
These are difficult and important conversations, ones that we all need to have with an 
open heart. This first week of Advent we celebrate our hope for the coming of Christ and 
our hope in the birth of God’s kingdom. In this dark season, all can feel lost, hopeless 
even. But we have to talk and we have to listen, for only then might our hearts be moved 
to compassion and new life. #metoo

Prayer  Holy God, help us to take responsibility for our actions.  

Sunday, December 17th
Isaiah 61.1-4, 8-11

Reflection—v. 1 ‘Bind up the brokenhearted’
Lately I have found my heart feeling more and more broken. My heart breaks when I see 
hate take the streets in the form of white supremacist groups. My heart breaks when I am 
confronted with the massive amounts of violence that surrounds me. My heart breaks 
when people I love don’t have a warm place to sleep or enough food to eat. My heart 
breaks at loss and death. My heart breaks at my own inadequate actions. The heartbreak 
leaves me feeling overwhelmed and numb. I wonder if there is an end to the heartbreak. 
But then I read the words of Isaiah that God sent Isaiah to ‘bind up the brokenhearted.’ 
A broken heart is something that is so deeply personal, that it seems surprising that God 
would send a great prophet to care for that. When I think of the work of the prophets, 
I think of the big structural changes they call us to make. I don’t think of them as caring 
about a broken heart. But I think that says something about God—that God deeply cares 
about our heartbreak. In the Psalms, it says God is near to the brokenhearted. I find com-
fort this Advent season knowing that while I wait for my broken heart to be mended, God 
is near to me. It gives me hope to know God cares so deeply about our hearts that God 
chose to become incarnate, drawing even closer to the brokenhearted.

Prayer  God, draw near my broken heart; comfort me when I want to be numbed.

Christmas Vigil
Lectionary Readings

Isaiah 9. 2-7
Psalm 96. 1-13
Titus 2. 11-14
Luke 2. 1-20

or 

4th Sunday of Advent
2 Samuel 7. 1-11, 16
Luke 1. 46b-55
Romans 16. 25-27
Luke 1. 26-38
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Friday, December 8th
 Isaiah 64.1-9

Reflection—v. 6, ‘we have all become like one who is unclean’
When I was in middle school, my soccer coach would regularly remind us that we were 
only as strong as the weakest player. This was not meant to chastise the novice athletes, 
but to remind the more seasoned teammates to help nurture the rookies. After all, be-
ing an amateur is not a disease that can be caught, and all the players are part of the 
same team. The same could be said of society. These days it seems that we are awfully 
quick to try and separate ourselves from those we see as different or weak. We cannot 
dismiss all experiences unlike our own. After all, not all players on the field have the same 
perspective, experience, strengths, or priorities. The same can be said for people in gen-
eral—none of us have the same perspectives, experience, strengths, or priorities as any 
other person. Where there is unhealth, injustice, or disrespect in our society, we must all 
take a look and see our own participation in it. We all participate. Then it is our duty to 
help those who are the most vulnerable.  No system remains in place without widespread 
support. Genderism, racism, ableism, ageism, and classism all sully our society. Instead of 
dividing ourselves further, may we own up to our faults and, with God’s help, work to heal 
our people’s wounds. 

Prayer  Healing God, help us to band together to seek your loving way in the 
world.

Monday, January 1st
Luke 2.22-40

Reflection— v. 25, ‘consolation of Israel’
I deeply believe that scripture has meaning for us today, no matter the date or place.  
There is a challenge and a lesson here to be gleaned about a loving God who seeks to 
bring us closer to God and to each other.  As I try to wrap my head around its meaning, the 
phrase ‘consolation of Israel’ gives me pause.  What would console God’s people? What 
would bring us comfort? Is consolation something that we truly look forward to? I imagine 
consolation to look like peace around with world—a time without war. Or perhaps a day 
without news of hate-filled crimes or smog alerts. I never cease to be amazed, horrified 
really, when it seems these aren’t priorities for everyone. I can’t help but wonder if it’s 
an actual difference of opinion, or rather an addiction to energy and chaos. On occasion 
during prayer time at Mercy, one of our members complains that our quiet contemplation 
is too disruptive for him—his mind races during times of silence and he doesn’t like it. 
Instead of soaking up the calm, the quiet agitates him. Some days he’ll start to talk, dis-
rupting the silence, other days he’ll get up and leave. Have you ever found yourself drawn 
to drama or agitation? What would be required for us to find consolation as a society? Are 
we willing to work for it? To sit with it, waiting silently?

Prayer  Patient God, turn our hurried hearts to you. Speak to our innermost be-
ing, and help us to find consolation in peace and quiet and in your love.

Monday, December 18th
Isaiah 61.1-4, 8-11

Reflection—v. 8, ‘I hate robbery and wrongdoing‘
Call me a sensitive person, but there is something that has always made me uncomfort-
able with the idea of God ‘hating.’ It just doesn’t seem very nice. I don’t want to serve a 
God who is capable of hate; the God I like is the God of love. But I have come to realize 
that my discomfort with a God who hates comes from a place of privilege. In this passage, 
God says, ‘I hate robbery and wrongdoing.’ What I realized is that maybe my discom-
fort at this phrase comes from the fact that I actually stand to benefit from robbery and 
wrongdoing. We, like the people of Israel, live in a society in which the structures that are 
supposed to help people actually end up robbing some people. Our ‘justice’ system robs 
certain people of their humanity. Our education system robs certain people of opportu-
nity. Our health care system robs certain people of a chance at a whole life. These systems 
help some people get ahead while they rob others. Within these systems of wrongdoing, 
love can’t exist. The God of love I so desperately want can’t truly be loving without hating 
the robbery and wrongdoing of the systems. God has to hate things that hurt God’s people 
in order for God to be genuinely loving. In this Advent season, it feels wrong to pray for 
more hate, of course. But maybe it’s time, as we await a savior, that we too learn to hate 
robbery and wrongdoing. In this way, we can make more room for love and justice.

Prayer  God who loves justice, give us the strength to be moved into action.

Saturday, December 23rd
John 1.6-28

Reflection—v. 16, ‘grace upon grace‘
 

Sometimes I feel completely overwhelmed by the amount of lack that I see in this world. 
People lack the resources they need. They lack nutritious food. They lack a warm, dry 
place to live. And even people who seem to have the things they need often lack joy, lack 
peace, lack a sense purpose. Too often we settle for just enough, when we long for abun-
dance. Abundance feels like something that is hard to come by. But then there is grace. 
Not just grace, but grace upon grace. The grace that Jesus offers isn’t just enough grace 
to get by. It’s more grace than we even need. It’s an abundance of grace. And it’s from 
this abundance of grace that we are able to give grace to others. John says that it’s from 
‘his fullness we receive.’ When we experience the fullness of God’s grace, we too can give 
grace to others because we are secure in knowing that we have enough. When we live 
into the promise of grace upon grace, it changes the way we live and give. I think about 
the most generous people I know. They are often not the people with the most resources, 
but people who can live into this promise. They are people who know that God’s grace 
and provision is sufficient. I have seen people at Mercy give their last sandwich or last 
pair of socks to someone in need, and if that’s not grace upon grace, I’m not sure what is.

Prayer  God, may we give from the freedom of grace instead of the chains of lack.
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Friday, December 22nd
John 1.6-28

Reflection—v. 23, ‘voice of the one crying in the wilderness’
We live in a loud world. We are bombarded with sounds every day. There is so much noise, 
so many things to hear, so many voices. We have come to expect to hear certain voices. 
We expect to hear the voices of the powerful. We expect to hear the voices of the media. 
We expect to hear the voices of leaders. We expect to hear ‘civilized’ voices. But what 
we don’t really expect is to hear the voices crying from the wilderness. When we think 
of wilderness, we think of silence. But John says that he is a voice crying from the wilder-
ness. John is an unexpected voice that is bringing the ultimate message of hope. I wonder 
about other voices that have been silenced in the wilderness. I think about the prophetic 
voices of those who are on the margins. I think about the voices of those locked away. I 
think about the voices of individuals who have been forgotten. The story of Jesus began 
in the wilderness. The story that would change the world forever began in the wilderness. 
I believe that there are stories that are still waiting to be told from the wilderness. There 
are voices that are waiting to be heard. I wonder what would happen if we began to listen 
to those voices. I wonder about the hope that we might hear.

Prayer  God of the wilderness, give us open ears to hear the voices of those 
who have been silenced, and give us open hearts to learn from them.

Tuesday, December 19th
1 Thessalonians 5.16-24

Reflection—v. 16, ‘Rejoice always‘
Rejoice always?! Always? Is that some kind of joke? Surely the author of Thessalonians 
cannot actually except me to rejoice always. I am far too busy being busy—and over-
whelmed—to rejoice. There is far too much hardship for rejoicing. But maybe, just maybe, 
this Advent season is time for me to make some room for joy. When I think of places of 
joy, I don’t think of places absent of hardship. I think instead of places where joy exists in 
the hardship. I think of a Sunday morning at Mercy when the room is full of the sounds 
of music. The sounds of handmade coffee can drums beating. The sounds of singing in all 
different keys. The sounds of people making a joyful noise. I think of walking down the 
street to serve soup. The sounds of people talking and laughing as we bring soup to those 
who are hungry. I think of the joy I feel coming to Mercy after being away for awhile, being 
greeted with many warm hugs from my community. Of course, there is pain, and hard-
ships in our community, but there is also great joy. Often this joy is a choice that we make. 
We choose to lift voices in joy. We choose to rejoice with our brothers and sisters when 
good things happen to them. As we move through Advent, let us look for places of joy, let 
us look for ways to rejoice, even when it feels hard.

Prayer God, give me a spirit of joy to rejoice when I feel overwhelmed.

Saturday, December 9th
 Isaiah 64.1-9

Reflection—v. 8, ‘we are the clay, and you are our potter’

A couple years ago I took a ceramics class. I had visions of throwing a complete set 
of mugs from which I could enjoy warm beverages on cold days—a delightfully cozy 
thought. My dreams of being a master potter where soon broken as I realized how 
difficult it is to work clay with your hands. Clay is hard and stubborn. It was lumpy 
and frequently wanted to lean to one side. It didn’t readily want to move from it’s 
ball shape, offering nothing but resistance to my novice hands.  When I did coax it to 
move, the sides were paper thin at the top and thick at the bottom, making the base 
heavy. I never did persuade a mug out of that clay. I suspect God feels that way about 
us sometimes. We’ve got our lumps and leanings. We’re resistant to change. We cre-
ate heavy, dead weight when someone tries to coax us in the right direction. Surely, 
the vision of a loving world seems so simple to God, who is all loving. God sees the 
fear and -isms that plague the ways in which we engage one another. And yet, it is 
my firm belief and hope, that God never stops trying to coax us toward love. God is a 
much more patient potter than I. And for that, I give great thanks.

Prayer  Beloved, mold us each day. Soften our resistance that we might love.

Sunday, December 31st
Luke 2.22-40

Reflection—v. 25, ‘when the time came’

So much planning and preparation is put into the nine months preceding the birth of 
a baby.  All the details are attended to. The nursery is designed and stocked. The birth 
plan is discussed at length. The suitcase is packed. And, inevitably, things do not go as 
planned. The child is early or late.  Latching on for breast-feeding isn’t as easy as the books 
make it out to be.  And really, truth be told, the nursery preparations were the easy part. 
Somehow during Advent, I forget that the hard part comes after the preparations, after 
Christmas. There is more doing to be done—sacrifices to be made, prophecies to enact, 
consolation to be given, and a life to be lived. We do the hard work of searching our hearts 
and looking at our society during Advent that we might be that much stronger to do the 
work that lays ahead of us. God’s work in the world didn’t stop on the day that Jesus was 
born. Instead, it was just getting started.  A friend of mine recently asked me to talk and 
give her faith.  I was struck, because I realized that faith isn’t one of those things that you 
can speak into being. It’s something that we give space, and it grows from experience. 
Faith comes through practice, not through stories and rationalization.  Now is the time to 
enact the faith that we have practiced, prepared, and nurtured.

Prayer  Nurturing God, help our faith to grow, for now is the time to act with love. 
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Wednesday, December 20th
1 Thessalonians 5.16-24

Reflection—v. 24, ‘The one who calls you is faithful’ 
Calling is a weird thing. Often the things that we feel most called towards are the same 
things we feel least equipped for. When we get a glimpse of our call, we can become 
overwhelmed by our own inadequacies. There is something deeply beautiful about being 
called by God, but there is also something deeply terrifying about being called by God. All 
too often, we let fear paralyze us from fully living into who God has called us to be. I think 
that’s why this idea of God’s faithfulness is so central to the hope of the gospel message. 
The God who calls us to love radically, to give without fear, to be in messy community, is 
the same God who promises to be faithful. For me, the best the way to move forward in 
my call is to remember all the ways that God has been faithful in the past. I am reminded 
of a time working at Mercy when a community member was in desperate need of clean 
pants, and our clothing closet was out of pants in his size. As I began to feel defeated, 
someone walked in with an unexpected clothing donation, and sitting on the very top 
of the donation was a pair of pants in the exact size he needed. How faithful God was in 
that moment! We have to hold the promise of God’s faithfulness as close to our hearts 
as we can, because it’s the hope that gives us the freedom to live whole-heartedly into 
our calling.

Prayer  God, give us courage for our calling, for your faithfulness is never-ending.

Thursday, December 21st
John 1.6-28

Reflection—v. 19, ‘Who are you’ 
Who are you? That’s a pretty big question the religious leaders asked John. It’s a question 
that I think we are all longing for someone to ask us. We have a deep desire to be known. 
There is something inside all of us that wants to be understood and accepted. But the re-
ligious leaders weren’t asking John this question because they wanted to get to know him 
better or because they wanted to connect with him. The religious leaders had been sent 
on a fact-finding mission, a mission to see what all the fuss was about, as John had begun 
to have a following. Likely, the religious powers began to feel threatened by John, so they 
set out to see for themselves who this man was claiming to be. They ask ‘who are you,’ 
hoping to trip him up, seeking to find a flaw in his answer. It’s the same question that they 
will later ask Jesus, looking for a reason to put him to death. John is ready to answer these 
questions because John knows who he is. John knows what his purpose is, and who he is 
pointing to. John knows that he is deeply known by the one who sent him. This is the hope 
of Advent. The one who calls us out of the wilderness already deeply knows and accepts 
us. We don’t have to wait for someone to ask ‘who are you’ because we know that God 
knows and loves every part of us.

Prayer  Creator God, may we find our identity in who you created us to be.

2nd Week of Advent
Lectionary Readings

Isaiah 40:1-11

Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13

2 Peter 3:8-15a

Mark 1:1-8

1st Week after 
Christmas Lectionary 
Readings

Isaiah 61:10-62:3

Psalm 148:1-14

Galatians 4:4-7

Luke 2:22-40


