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How the Daily Text Works

It seems obvious to say, but the Daily Text is written every 
day. Mostly it is written the day before it is scheduled to 
release online.

Before you read further, you are cordially invited to 
subscribe to and receive the daily e-mail. Visit seedbed.com/
dailytext to get started. Also, check out the popular Facebook 
group, Seedbed Daily Text.

Eventually, the daily postings become part of a Daily Text 
discipleship resource. That’s what you hold in your hands now.

It’s not exactly a Bible study, though the Bible is both the 
source and subject. You will learn something about the Bible 
along the way: its history, context, original languages, and 
authors. The goal is not educational in nature, but transfor-
mational. Seedbed is more interested in folks knowing Jesus 
than knowing about Jesus.

To that end, each reading begins with the definitive inspi-
ration of the Holy Spirit, the ongoing, unfolding text of 
Scripture. Following that is a short and, hopefully, substan-
tive insight from the text and some aspect of its meaning. 
For insight to lead to deeper influence, we turn the text into 
prayer. Finally, influence must run its course toward impact. 
This is why we ask each other questions. These questions are 
not designed to elicit information but to crystallize intention.

http://seedbed.com/dailytext
http://seedbed.com/dailytext
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Discipleship always leads from inspiration to intention and 
from attention to action.

Using the Daily Text as a Discipleship Curricular 
Resource for Groups

While Scripture always addresses us personally, it is not 
written to us individually. The content of Scripture cries out 
for a community to address. The Daily Text is made for disci-
pleship in community. This resource can work in several 
different ways. It could be read like a traditional book, a few 
pages or chapters at a time. Though unadvisable, the read-
ings could be crammed in on the night before the meeting. 
Keep in mind, the Daily Text is not called the Daily Text for 
kicks. We believe Scripture is worthy of our most focused and 
consistent attention. Every day. We all have misses, but let’s 
make every day more than a noble aspiration. Let’s make it 
our covenant with one another.

For Use with Bands
In our judgment, the best and highest use of the Daily Text 

is made through what we call banded discipleship. A band is a 
same-gender group of three to five people who read together, 
pray together, and meet together to become the love of God 
for one another and the world. With banded discipleship, the 
daily readings serve more as a common text for the band 
and grist for the interpersonal conversation mill between 
meetings. The band meeting is reserved for the specialized 
activities of high-bar discipleship.
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To learn more about bands and banded discipleship, 
visit discipleshipbands.com. Be sure to download the free 
Discipleship Bands: A Practical Field Guide or order a supply 
of the printed booklets online. Also be sure to explore 
Discipleship Bands, our native app designed specifically 
for the practice of banded discipleship, in the App Store or 
Google Play.

For Use with Classes and Small Groups
The Daily Text has also proven to be a helpful disciple-

ship resource for a variety of small groups, from community 
groups to Sunday school classes. Here are some suggested 
guidelines for deploying the Daily Text as a resource for a 
small group or class setting:

1. Hearing the Text
Invite the group to settle into silence for a period of no less 

than one and no more than five minutes. Ask an appointed 
person to keep time and to read the biblical text covering the 
period of days since the last group meeting. Allow at least 
one minute of silence following the reading of the text.

2. Responding to the Text
Invite anyone from the group to respond to the reading by 

answering these prompts: What did you hear? What did you 
see? What did you otherwise sense from the Lord?

3. Sharing Insights and Implications for Discipleship
Moving in an orderly rotation (or free-for-all), invite people 

to share insights and implications from the week’s readings. 

http://discipleshipbands.com
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What did you find challenging, encouraging, provocative, 
comforting, invasive, inspiring, corrective, affirming, guiding, 
or warning? Allow group conversation to proceed at will. 
Limit to one sharing item per turn, with multiple rounds 
of discussion.

4. Shaping Intentions for Prayer
Invite each person in the group to share a single disciple-

ship intention for the week ahead. It is helpful if the intention 
can also be framed as a question the group can use to check 
in from the prior week. At each person’s turn, he or she is 
invited to share how their intention went during the previous 
week. The class or group can open and close their meeting 
according to their established patterns.
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Introduction

I remember as a teenager trying to grasp after the presence 
of God. I wanted to experience God with me. There would be 
times when I would catch a fleeting feeling of the nearness of 
God and, in that moment, I would feel like everything in my 
life had been made right. But the feeling would always pass 
as quickly as it had come. I would return to the same worries 
and fears, the same aloneness, groping in the dark to find the 
God who I wanted to grasp and keep close. 

Over time, through gracious people and loving relation-
ships and wise words, I began to realize that God’s presence 
with me isn’t a feeling that can come and go, but a steady 
reality that persistently abides. 

God is with us everywhere. God is with us when we 
remember him and when we don’t, when we sense the Spirit 
and when we don’t, when we’re stressed and when we’re 
peaceful, when we’re grieving and when we’re rejoicing, 
when we’re depressed and when we’re giddy with laughter. 

All along, God is right here. I don’t have to go searching after 
him anymore, as if I’m fumbling for him in the dark. He has 
already come to me. He’s already in my life, with me. Here.

Jesus is the face of the God who is here. 
In Christ, God joins us where we are: in the womb of 

a woman, in the experience of human life, and in the 
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uncertainty and suffering that so often meets us in our world. 
In Jesus, God has approached all of us impatient teenagers, 
still grasping for him in the dark. He has taken on human 
hands and human arms to hold us, to calm us, and to heal 
us in our loneliness and fear. In the embrace of Jesus, we can 
relax into the embrace of God. There is no more striving to 
find God; God has already found us. 

It’s easy to live as if God is far off, even when we know that 
he has come near. We need seasons to help us remember. 
During the season of Advent, we go back to the time when 
Jesus first appeared to us so that we may become more aware 
of his appearing today, in the everyday moments of our 
lives—walking into our own wildernesses, joining us around 
our own dinner tables, resurrecting our own defeated bodies. 

Advent reminds us that Christ has come to us in the past, 
Christ is coming to us today, and Christ will come again to us 
in the future. We are literally surrounded by God, even in the 
darkness, and one day everything will become so illuminated 
that we will see God with our very own eyes, face-to-face. 

In this study we will journey together through Scripture, 
reflections, prayers, and questions to guide us into a place of 
recognizing the God who is here in the landscapes of our own 
lives. We will begin with Jesus’ life as the revelation of the God 
who is with us, and then we will move to the other key char-
acters in the Bible, especially those whose stories intersected 
with the life of Christ, observing how they encountered the 
God who is here.
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I will include some stories from my own experiences and 
wisdom from others who have helped me along the way, and 
will ask you to consider how God might be revealing himself 
to you through this study and in the life situations that you 
are experiencing right now. 

As we enter into this season of remembering, recognizing, 
and receiving the God who is here, I offer up this prayer:

Holy One who fills our lives with your life,
we invite you to reveal your glory to us during this season,

your glory that is all around us and within us, 
surrounding us, 

seen and unseen.
May we live more and more 

in the awareness of your coming,
every hour, every minute, every day.

Jesus, we invite you 
to reveal the face of your Father to us

in your face.
Spirit of God, breathe upon us.

In the name of the Father
and of the Son

and of the Holy Spirit we pray.
Amen.
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God Speaks in the Void
GENESIS 1:1–3 | In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth. The earth was formless and empty, and darkness 
covered the deep waters. And the Spirit of God was hovering 
over the surface of the waters.

Then God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.

Consider This
As followers of Jesus, we begin our year with waiting.
Waiting while the Spirit of God broods over the chaos of 

our world and over the chaos that rages within ourselves. We 
wait, choosing not to flee from the darkness that we sense 
within, but allowing ourselves to sit with our own formless-
ness, to float upon our own deep waters.

We wait in trust that the Spirit is close to the void.
Can you hear the sound? Even now a new word is forming 

on the wind, a generative word ready to ring over the surface 
of our uncertainty, to speak light into the dark.

Wisdom leads us to begin the new year not by charging 
ahead, but by waiting, holding, heeding, being. The traditional 
church calendar does not begin the new year on January first 
with celebration and hasty resolution-making. Instead, the 
church year commences quietly, reverently, solemnly with 
the season of Advent.

1
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In the beginning, we wait. We wait for the one who has 
come to keep coming and to come again.

We wait for the wind that blew upon primordial waters and 
that overshadowed a teenage girl in Nazareth to come yet 
again and to breathe upon you and me.

Our hearts long and groan for his coming.
We worry that he is not truly already here.
At times, all we can see is the darkness, the emptiness.
We wonder if anything new and beautiful will ever really 

be born.
Yet even in our doubt, even in our despair, the Lord broods 

over us as a mother who will not leave her children, as a 
father who protects his little ones at all costs, as an elder 
brother who carries the heavy load for his siblings so that 
their burdens will be light.

We may not see him, but in Advent we choose again to 
hope that in the fullness of time, we will.

It might be in the most unexpected of places. On a dirt road, 
bewildered by shattered expectations. In a room with friends, 
eating a meal and wondering together what might be next for 
us. In the shadow of an early-morning sunrise, when all that 
we thought about the power of death is turned upside down.

Who knows how long the wind of the Spirit blew in the 
beginning before the voice of the Eternal One echoed through 
the vast, empty expanse? In that pause, in that waiting, if we 
had been there, perhaps we would have thought that there 
was nothing new to come.
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And yet that early void was no less pregnant with the Spirit 
than the womb that held the precious Son of Man.

In the season of Advent we remember that it is the same 
with you and me.

We are both oceans of chaos and wombs of the Spirit.
All of life—the formlessness, the void, the darkness, the 

beauty, the abundance, the light—it is all filled with the Spirit 
of God birthing newness through all and in all.

God is here, making all things new.
In Advent we return relentlessly to hope. We uncover our 

wounds and invite the healing Spirit of Christ, the one who 
knows what it’s like, to tend to our pain.

We look in hope to this God-who-is-with-us, the Word 
spoken into flesh, the one who shared in the mystery of our 
suffering, who joined his voice with our own in his cry to 
the Father, who promised that in his leaving he would be 
coming, and that one day he will come again.

The Spirit is hovering over us while we wait. The Word who 
has spoken is speaking and will speak again. May we hear 
the whisper blowing upon the surface of our bare hearts, “Let 
there be light . . .”

God is here.

The Prayer
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.
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The Questions
• What is the chaos in your life as you enter into Advent 

this year?
• What word do you need to hear ring out over your life 

today? (e.g., peace, freedom, joy, etc.)
• Where do you hope or need to see God as we journey 

together over the coming weeks?

Come to the Wilderness
MARK 1:1–5 | This is the Good News about Jesus the 
Messiah, the Son of God. It began just as the prophet Isaiah 
had written:

“Look, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
 and he will prepare your way.
He is a voice shouting in the wilderness,
‘Prepare the way for the Lord’s coming!
 Clear the road for him!’”

This messenger was John the Baptist. He was in the wilderness 
and preached that people should be baptized to show that they 
had repented of their sins and turned to God to be forgiven. 
All of Judea, including all the people of Jerusalem, went out 
to see and hear John. And when they confessed their sins, he 
baptized them in the Jordan River.

2
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Consider This
A passionate voice rings out through the cavernous 

wilderness. It flows upon the wind and finds its way into 
the busy streets of Jerusalem and the surrounding towns of 
Judea where the people of God live. The voice is reverber-
ating from the wild man in the desert; the one who dresses 
like the prophets of old, shouting the message he’s heard 
from the Spirit who leaps inside his chest:

Come, come out to the wilderness!
Prepare your hearts for the Lord’s appearing,
for he comes even now,
walking on the sand,
trailing glory!

John’s call still reverberates among us today.
The Spirit is still speaking through his words, calling us to 

retreat into the wilderness during this Advent season. The 
Spirit cries for us to come away, to turn toward the desert, 
and to enter into our personal meeting place with God.

Advent beautifully reminds us to expect Jesus’ coming 
here, now, at this very hour.

So we retreat into the wilderness to prepare our hearts for 
his coming.

Just like the people of God who lived when Jesus first 
appeared in the wilderness, we leave our assumed routines of 
life in the city and we run to the desert. We bring along what-
ever baggage we’re carrying and we run. We go rejoicing and 
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leaping, weeping and crying, limping and crawling. We bring 
with us all that we have and all that we are, trusting that the 
God who breathes life into all things will meet us here.

He’s ready to yet again turn our lives upside down, to clear 
out the temples of our souls where money changers and other 
riffraff have made their way in, to meet us as we are, skeptical, 
wounded, traumatized as we may be, and to give us kingdom 
work to do as he leads us further into his way of being.

There are so many times when I enter the wilderness 
believing that this time God will fail to appear. I sit in the 
sand on the side of the road, waiting without expectation. 
Time passes, storms come and go, and I get used to thinking 
that I’m alone.

Then out of the corner of my eye a figure emerges, at first 
like a mirage.

I can explain it away and choose not to look, but if I raise 
up my head, I recognize him.

Suddenly, my wilderness becomes the tabernacle of God.
During this Advent season, let us dare to retreat into the 

wilderness again, bringing all that we have accumulated this 
year, leaving nothing behind out of embarrassment or shame.

None of us are disqualified, there is no mess we’re in that 
is too complicated, there is no busyness or depression or 
self-condemnation that can shut us out from the wild place 
of meeting with God. We can go to the wilderness anytime 
and anywhere because our wilderness is deep inside of us. 
We can retreat to our meeting place with God on a bus or in a 
grocery aisle or when we can’t sleep at 2:00 a.m.
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Advent means God is here, now, this moment.
The Spirit is always calling us into our deep, wild place.
We can go believing or unbelieving.
God will be faithful to meet us either way.
Let us retreat into the wilderness and wait for the surprise 

of God. Who knows how he will appear or what he will say? 
But in the place we least expected, in the desert where we 
thought we were alone, he will come.

Prepare the way of the Lord.
God is here.

The Prayer
Oh God, my heart has heard you say, “Come and talk 

with me.”
And my heart responds, “Lord, I am coming.”
Lord, I am coming.
Lord, I am here.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.
(adapted from Psalm 27:8)

The Questions
• How might you retreat into the wilderness with God during 

this season? Even in simple, small ways, what might this 
look like for you?

• What might keep you from entering your personal meeting 
place with God?

• Take a minute to reflect on the reality that God is here. 
What does that truth mean for your life today?
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One Day Jesus Came
MARK 1:7–11 | John announced: “Someone is coming soon 
who is greater than I am—so much greater that I’m not even 
worthy to stoop down like a slave and untie the straps of his 
sandals. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit!”

One day Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee, and John baptized 
him in the Jordan River. As Jesus came up out of the water, he 
saw the heavens splitting apart and the Holy Spirit descending 
on him like a dove. And a voice from heaven said, “You are my 
dearly loved Son, and you bring me great joy.”

Consider This
The prophets of old promised God’s people that a Savior, 

a Messiah, a Redeemer would someday come. This chosen 
servant would lead Israel into a new exodus, a new salvation, 
and a new outpouring of the Spirit such as had never been 
seen before.

I can hear the people whispering with incredulous hope 
as John declares that this promised Coming One is near: 
Has the time finally come? Could we be the ones to witness 
his appearing?

John’s word is yes.
The time foretold by the prophets is unfolding here, in this 

situation, in this desert place, even now.

3
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What a wonderful word for those who wait!
In the Gospel of Mark, after John’s prophecy is proclaimed, 

Jesus immediately appears on the scene as the long-awaited one.
Someone is coming soon . . .
One day Jesus came . . .
Out of all of the days that had passed before and out of 

all that would come in the future, there was one day; a day 
that had been absolutely and boringly normal up until that 
moment; a day that the Gospel of Mark depicts as going by 
unnoticed by everyone except God himself.

On that one day the Coming One came.
The people surely expected the Messiah to be someone 

else. They did not expect him to come from Nazareth, a 
town associated with Gentiles and other outsiders who were 
deemed intrinsically removed from the presence of God. They 
did not expect him to seek John’s baptism along with all the 
other wayward ones. They did not expect him to be a person 
poor and humble in stature, just as they were; someone with 
a mother and siblings to support; someone used to working 
with his hands; someone with a questionable heredity.

They didn’t expect the obviousness of Jesus’ humanity and 
the obscurity of his divinity.

They expected the Messiah to come and announce himself 
with power and distinction; instead, the Son of God slipped 
in unnoticed among them. He quietly joined the long line of 
pilgrims journeying into the wilderness, becoming one of the 
many, indistinguishable in the crowd.
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Similarly, we can overlook the arrival of God because he 
does not show up as expected.

We wait for God; we pray for him to reveal himself. And 
yet he is already here. Every day, Jesus meets us in the 
wilderness; every day, he walks out again to be with us in 
the crowd.

He slips in undetected, joining us in our waiting and 
wondering and working; the one we’re looking for accom-
panying us in the dailiness of life without us even noticing.

He speaks in subtle whispers, in vague inspirations, in 
surges of love and grace for others that we could easily quench.

God makes our lives his language of revelation to us.
He doesn’t separate himself from the humanness of life; he 

unites himself with it.
There exists a daily advent of glory in the midst of our 

mundane moments, in the middle of our normal days; we 
only need to ask for eyes to see and ears to hear.

We don’t have to live as if we’re still waiting for God 
to come.

We can expect him now, in the midst of all that now entails.
He comes to join us in our language, in our activity, in 

our history.
He comes to join us in our failure, in our fatigue, in our fear.
He comes to join us in our expectation, even as he comes 

in ways that are unexpected.
Today is the one day of Jesus’ appearing.
May we recognize the coming of the Lord.
God is here.
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The Prayer
God of grace and love, thank you that I don’t have to wait 

for you to come.
You are already here.
Please help me to recognize your glory in my life.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• How might you be overlooking the Son of God’s quiet 

presence in your life?
• Where is God revealing himself to you in the midst of your 

normal days?
• If God is here, how does that change things?

Baptized in God
MARK 1:7–11 | John announced: “Someone is coming soon 
who is greater than I am—so much greater that I’m not even 
worthy to stoop down like a slave and untie the straps of his 
sandals. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit!”

One day Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee, and John baptized 
him in the Jordan River. As Jesus came up out of the water, he 
saw the heavens splitting apart and the Holy Spirit descending 
on him like a dove. And a voice from heaven said, “You are my 
dearly loved Son, and you bring me great joy.”

4
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Consider This
We are going to linger at Jesus’ baptism for a couple more 

days as we enter into our Advent journey. There are some 
crucial things we need to learn about ourselves from Jesus’ 
encounter with the Father.

God has always desired to dwell with us. From walking with 
us in the garden to housing his glory in a desert tabernacle, 
God has sought to be with us. The vision of God dwelling 
with his people is a great theme that runs throughout the 
Bible. It’s the defining characteristic of the future for which 
the prophets long. Ezekiel, Zechariah, and the writer of 
Revelation all write about a majestic and blessed time to 
come when God will literally live among us (Ezek.  37:27; 
Zech. 2:10–11; Rev. 21:3).

The long project of God dwelling with humanity finds a 
defining moment in our reading today. Jesus is here in the 
desert, getting ready to baptize us in God.

Jesus, the flesh-and-blood and personality in whom all of 
God and all of humanity meet, walks into the Jordan River, 
submitting to John’s baptism of repentance. Jesus goes 
under the water, identifying with humanity in our failure 
and sin. Rising up, the Father baptizes his Son with the Holy 
Spirit, the Spirit whom he will ultimately bestow upon you 
and me.

We haven’t received the baptism of John, a baptism given 
by a man, a baptism where the best we can hope for is the 
forgiveness of sins. No, we have received the baptism of 
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Jesus, the baptism given by the God-Man, the baptism that 
fills us with all the fullness of God (Col. 2:9–12; Eph. 3:14–19).

In Christ, you and I have become people drenched in the 
Holy Spirit; we have become living testaments to the final 
dwelling together of God and humanity that is to come.

Imagine yourself immersed in the presence of God.
Like when you go underwater in your bathtub with water 

spilling out on all sides.
Like when you dive into the deep end of the pool and sink 

all the way to the bottom.
That’s how Jesus completely douses us with God.
The same fullness of the Spirit that lives in Jesus now lives 

in you and me.
We haven’t received a little piece of God. We have received 

all of him.
Do you live in the reality that you are baptized in God?
I know I don’t. It feels too good to be true. Like it’s so good 

that I’ve got to earn it somehow.
And I could never earn something so amazing, because I 

know myself.
But he’s not just in us when we’re good. He pursues us 

when we’re running as fast as we can in the opposite direc-
tion from where we think he is. He’s even in us on the days 
when we’re not sure he’s even real.

Jesus has already joined himself to us in totality. The waters 
of his Spirit have seeped down into every crevice and cavern 
of our souls. He’s already begun his work of transforming us 
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from the inside out. Nothing can separate us from the love of 
God (Rom. 8:38–39).

When we say that our God is not far from us, we really 
mean it.

This is the reality that you and I can live in today, given to 
us entirely by grace.

We’re still waiting with the prophets to see heaven 
descend to earth and for the great temple of God to dwell 
on the soil of our land. But we’re waiting as ones who trust 
that heaven has already come to earth in the person of 
Jesus. We’re waiting as walking fountains of God, filled with 
the fullness of the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead. 
We’re waiting as ones who have not only been forgiven, 
but as ones who have received the righteousness of our 
brother, Jesus.

God really is here.
Where is he?
Look in the mirror.
He’s in you.
Let’s remember our baptism today, friends.
Christ in you, the hope of glory.
God is here.

The Prayer
God, when I look in the mirror, help me love what I see.
May I see myself, filled with you.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.
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The Questions
• Do you live in the reality that you are baptized in God?
• What would it look like to live in the awareness that God 

is always in you?
• It’s true that nothing can separate us from the love of God. 

But what in your life makes you feel like you’re separated 
from God’s love?

• Can you offer this to God and ask for his love to wash over 
you in a fresh way today?

A Word with Teeth
MARK 1:7–11  NRSV | He proclaimed, “The one who is more 
powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop 
down and untie the thong of his sandals. I have baptized you 
with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was 
baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as he was coming up 
out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit 
descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, 
“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”

Consider This
Getting to know myself as the beloved of God has been one 

of the great discoveries of my life. I started out pretty early 

5
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thinking that life would be a lot better if I looked differently, 
thought differently, and acted differently from the way I was 
naturally. It seemed like I invariably fell short among my 
peers, either in their estimation or in my own.

As I grew, I developed the idea that I needed to try hard to 
make myself acceptable to God too. I would berate myself 
every time I failed to live up to my own spiritual expecta-
tions. For this recovering legalist and people-pleaser, the 
word beloved continues to ring freedom into my soul. It is in 
the Father’s word of love over Jesus that I encounter my own 
belovedness too.

Beloved is a word with teeth. It is not a saccharine word. 
This good news is not meant to merely pat you on the back 
and make you feel better about yourself.

This word claims you.
This word claimed Jesus.
In the words, “You are my Son, the Beloved” the Father 

gave Jesus his anchor, his root, the one truth that he could 
hold onto in the future when everything else would be ripped 
away. The Father’s declaration of love claimed Jesus so deeply 
that it would sustain him all the way until the end.

Beloved is a title that’s freely given to you—for just being you.
Before Jesus ever became known as the Messiah, the Father 

defined him as his beloved Son. Jesus was given an iden-
tity that didn’t depend on what anybody else thought about 
him or what he might be tempted to think about himself. He 
was his Father’s beloved Son. Nobody could change that, not 
even Jesus.
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It’s the Father’s choice of love that makes us the beloved.
It’s the Father’s choice to claim us that makes us his.
Whatever has teeth has power and authority standing 

behind it. Being the beloved child of God has teeth because 
the one who is standing behind that fundamental identity is 
the Creator of the universe. Even if the whole world falls, our 
fundamental identities as the beloved children of God will 
still stand.

There is an intrinsic hope in this identity for all who suffer.
God is a Father who takes care of his own.
God vindicates; God ensures justice; God remembers even 

when we forget.
God raises the dead on the third day.
In the movie The Lion King, Simba has run away from home 

out of guilt over his father’s death. One night he is drawn by a 
wise guide, Rafiki, to a pool of water. In that water, Rafiki tells 
him that he will find his father. But Simba only sees himself. 
Rafiki urges him to look again, that his father Mufasa is in him. 
Suddenly Simba’s reflection changes to Mufasa’s and he sees 
Mufasa surrounded in light, urging him to remember who he is.

Simba cannot escape being Mufasa’s beloved son.
His father claimed him when he was born and there were 

teeth behind his words.
It’s the same with you and me.
We are children of a King who is not of this world; a King 

whose kingdom of liberation and light has come, is coming, 
and will come again; a King who will not stop until every wrong 
is made right and every captive is set free. We were claimed 
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as the beloved of God before the world began, and when God 
spoke us into existence, there were teeth behind his words.

May we dare to remember who we are.
God is here.

The Prayer
Father, here I am, your beloved one.
I receive your words over my life:
I am your beloved child. You are well pleased with me.
Spirit of God, breathe these words deep into my heart today.

The Questions
• What is your response to hearing that you are the beloved 

of God?
• How might your life change if the word beloved claimed you?
• Who is someone else in your life who needs to know that 

they are beloved too?
• How might you share this good news with them?

Worship and Justice  
Go Together

ISAIAH 1:11–12, 15–18 | “What makes you think I want all 
your sacrifices?”

 says the Lord.
“I am sick of your burnt offerings of rams

6
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 and the fat of fattened cattle.
I get no pleasure from the blood
 of bulls and lambs and goats.
When you come to worship me,
  who asked you to parade through my courts with all your 

ceremony? . . .
When you lift up your hands in prayer, I will not look.
 Though you offer many prayers, I will not listen,
  for your hands are covered with the blood of innocent 

victims.
Wash yourselves and be clean!
 Get your sins out of my sight.
 Give up your evil ways.
Learn to do good.
 Seek justice.
Help the oppressed.
 Defend the cause of orphans.
 Fight for the rights of widows.
Come now, let’s settle this,”
 says the Lord.
“Though your sins are like scarlet,
 I will make them as white as snow.
Though they are red like crimson,
 I will make them as white as wool.”

Consider This
In the book of Isaiah, God calls out his own people who 

have been worshiping him with their lips without backing 



Casey PaGe CulBretH

22

up their worship with deeds. They don’t seem to mind that 
others are oppressed, and they play at worship while living 
in whatever way that pleases them. They are blinded by their 
own way of thinking, and in their blindness, they miss the 
very heart of God.

We are people who have received the good grace of God. 
We have been baptized in the Spirit by our Savior Jesus. The 
Father speaks the words beloved child over each of us with 
the promise that his liberating kingdom is already here and 
will also one day fully come.

However, despite all of these blessings, we will still have 
missed the heart of God if we ignore the plight of the poor 
and oppressed among us.

God cares about the pain of every person on this planet and 
he cares about whether or not we care about it. We cannot 
worship him and be fine with not caring about it.

Worship and justice go together.
Justice isn’t something we just do out in the world, separate 

from our personal devotion to Jesus. No, it is precisely in our 
devotion to the God-Man who gave himself up for the world 
that we intercede and find inspiration to work for the good of 
this world that he died to save.

Sometimes, when the heaviness of the world’s suffering 
is weighing on me, I’ll bring that groaning in my heart for 
justice into my worship. As I sing a worship song of praise to 
God, I’ll be carrying the sorrow of certain people’s stories in 
my heart, holding them in worship before the one who loves 
them more than I can know.
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In that moment, my worship becomes a personal call for 
justice to my God.

As I surrender myself in worship to God, I also begin to 
recognize attitudes and actions in my life that don’t line up 
with the way of Jesus.

This is a work of justice too. In worship we become open to 
the critique of the Spirit. We become willing to see if we are 
in opposition to God’s justice, if we are indifferent to it, or if 
we are being called to take action ourselves as co-laborers in 
God’s kingdom work.

As I sing the words, “I will build my life upon your love,” 
my preferences to keep myself separate from certain groups 
of people become apparent to me.

As I boldly “raise a hallelujah” to God, my indifference 
toward racism in America is exposed.

As I gratefully proclaim the chorus, “I’m a child of God; yes, 
I am,” the Spirit reminds me of the roughly 440,000 foster 
children in America who desperately need to know that they, 
too, are beloved children of God.

True worship will always naturally lead to justice under the 
lordship of Christ.

During Advent we anticipate Christ’s second coming 
and look for the day when, in his name, all oppression 
shall cease.

It is an act of worship for us to rend our garments as we 
wait in solidarity with our suffering world, and to cry out at 
the top of our lungs the prayer of the early church:

Maranatha! Come, Lord Jesus, come!
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Come, O Lord! 
May your kingdom of justice reign in fullness on the earth!
Oh come, Lord Jesus, come!
The worship that seeks justice is the worship that seeks the 

coming of the Lord.
Worship and justice truly do go together.
God is here.

The Prayer
God of justice, lead me in tenderness toward the pain of all 

you love.
May your kingdom of justice reign in fullness on the earth!
Maranatha! O Lord, come!
Spirit of God, breathe upon me

The Questions
• When in your life have you felt poor, needy, or oppressed?
• Did you experience God’s care for you in that season? If so, 

how did God care for you?
• What injustices in the world, your community, or your life 

weigh upon you?
• How might you pray for those who you tend to separate 

yourself from?
• How could you be part of bringing justice in your commu-

nity? In your church? In the world?
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The Kingdom Way
PHILIPPIANS 2:1–11 | Is there any encouragement from 
belonging to Christ? Any comfort from his love? Any fellow-
ship together in the Spirit? Are your hearts tender and 
compassionate? Then make me truly happy by agreeing whole-
heartedly with each other, loving one another, and working 
together with one mind and purpose.

Don’t be selfish; don’t try to impress others. Be humble, 
thinking of others as better than yourselves. Don’t look out 
only for your own interests, but take an interest in others, too.

You must have the same attitude that Christ Jesus had.

Though he was God,
 he did not think of equality with God
 as something to cling to.
Instead, he gave up his divine privileges;
 he took the humble position of a slave
 and was born as a human being.
When he appeared in human form,
 he humbled himself in obedience to God
 and died a criminal’s death on a cross.

Therefore, God elevated him to the place of highest honor
 and gave him the name above all other names,

7
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that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,
 in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue declare that Jesus Christ is Lord,
 to the glory of God the Father.

LUKE 22:24–27 | Then they began to argue among them-
selves about who would be the greatest among them. Jesus 
told them, “In this world the kings and great men lord it over 
their people, yet they are called ‘friends of the people.’ But 
among you it will be different. Those who are the greatest 
among you should take the lowest rank, and the leader 
should be like a servant. Who is more important, the one 
who sits at the table or the one who serves? The one who sits 
at the table, of course. But not here! For I am among you as 
one who serves.”

Consider This
When God comes, the ways of the world and its kingdoms 

are turned upside down.
Jesus’ followers aren’t exempt from the temptations of the 

world’s system. After all, we’ve grown up on it. We’ve been 
taught that bigger is better, that might is right, that there’s 
always more to yearn for, that it’s best to be first among the rest.

But God in human skin chooses to live according to 
another way.

In God’s economy, real power gives power away.
This is how the God of all power and might chose to live 

life on earth: as a poor son of a persecuted nation, as a child 
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refugee, as a homeless wanderer, as a wanted fugitive, as a 
crucified man.

And what was it all for? It was all for love. For love of his 
Father and for love of the world.

The pattern of this world is not the way it is to be among 
us. We don’t follow a leader who lords it over us, who makes 
sure we know who’s boss, who keeps us around for what we 
can do for him rather than for who we are.

This isn’t the King we serve and it’s not the King we are 
to imitate.

The Son of God chose not to climb the proverbial ladder 
of success.

Instead, he descended to a literal grave.
The original Greek in Philippians 2 compares two forms: 

Jesus was the form of God for eternity before becoming 
human; descending into humanity, he emptied himself of 
the form of God and took the form of a human slave. The 
greatest, most powerful being in the universe came into our 
world and took the lowest position he could find among us 
for himself. But he didn’t stop there. He continued his descent 
into death, dying as a convicted criminal, executed by the 
most disgraceful means of his time, hanging on a cross.

Our God doesn’t teach us how to climb high, but how to 
bow low.

Like Jesus’ early followers, we catch ourselves dreaming 
about how we might become great: in economics, in rela-
tionships, in accomplishments, even in spirituality. But when 
these things become our treasures, we again imitate Jesus’ 
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early disciples, obliviously seeking our own glory while 
walking beside the Suffering Servant whose glory is the cross.

So, how do we become great in this upside-down kingdom 
of God?

Paul gives us our answer in the beginning of Philippians 2. 
We trade our self-aggrandizement for the humility of Jesus. 
We ask ourselves how we might lift those around us high. We 
value love and honor of each other above everything else. We 
choose to serve when we could have others serve us. We grow 
so secure in our own identities as the beloved that we don’t 
need to grasp for anyone else’s esteem.

This kingdom life is a process. It doesn’t happen by our 
own strength and we don’t enter into it by beating ourselves 
up when we notice our selfishness or greed. It happens by 
gazing not at ourselves, but at Jesus. It happens by the power 
of the Spirit working in us. It happens by allowing ourselves 
to be loved by God just as we are, right where we are. It 
happens by trusting that we will be given beautiful gifts by 
our Father’s own hand in his own time. It comes by valuing 
his eternal way of love as a greater prize than any fleeting 
thing we could achieve for ourselves.

The humble way is the Advent way.
It is also the kingdom way.
God is here.

The Prayer
Lord Jesus, conform me to the image of your humility.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.



GoD is Here

29

The Questions
• When are you tempted to pursue the world’s kind of great-

ness rather than God’s?
• How might you serve others around you this week?
• What desires and hopes for your life do you need to 

surrender to God today?

Suffering and Hope
ISAIAH 64:1–9 | Oh, that you would burst from the heavens 
and come down!
 How the mountains would quake in your presence!
As fire causes wood to burn
 and water to boil,
your coming would make the nations tremble.
 Then your enemies would learn the reason for your fame!
When you came down long ago,
 you did awesome deeds beyond our highest expectations.
 And oh, how the mountains quaked!
For since the world began,
 no ear has heard
and no eye has seen a God like you,
 who works for those who wait for him!
You welcome those who gladly do good,
 who follow godly ways.
But you have been very angry with us,
 for we are not godly.

8
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We are constant sinners;
 how can people like us be saved?
We are all infected and impure with sin.
 When we display our righteous deeds,
 they are nothing but filthy rags.
Like autumn leaves, we wither and fall,
 and our sins sweep us away like the wind.
Yet no one calls on your name
 or pleads with you for mercy.
Therefore, you have turned away from us
 and turned us over to our sins.

And yet, O Lord, you are our Father.
 We are the clay, and you are the potter.
 We all are formed by your hand.
Don’t be so angry with us, Lord.
 Please don’t remember our sins forever.
Look at us, we pray,
 and see that we are all your people.

LUKE 5:12–13 | In one of the villages, Jesus met a man 
with an advanced case of leprosy. When the man saw Jesus, 
he bowed with his face to the ground, begging to be healed. 
“Lord,” he said, “if you are willing, you can heal me and make 
me clean.”

Jesus reached out and touched him. “I am willing,” he said. “Be 
healed!” And instantly the leprosy disappeared.
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Consider This
My dad has dementia. My family found out about it three 

years ago and we have been walking together through the 
progression of this disease ever since. I’m an only child and my 
biggest fear has always been losing my parents. I’m watching 
my greatest fear come true with my dad, little bit by little bit.

This past year we had to have a conversation with my dad 
about the need for him not to drive anymore. I was surprised 
to find myself leading the conversation. I was the one to 
ask my father, my authority, to give away the last vestige of 
his independence.

I tried to be positive throughout the conversation and my 
dad was also trying to handle it with grace. The only one crying 
was my mother. But afterward, when I said goodbye and hit 
the end button (we were talking on Skype since I live far away), 
this numb mix of sadness, anger, and disbelief came over me. 
I walked like a zombie to my bedroom and got ready for bed.

It wasn’t until later, as I was trying to go to sleep, that the tears 
came. I began to heave deep groans that I couldn’t stop. I started 
to yell at the empty room, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

In that moment, I desperately needed to feel God’s presence. 
I needed to hear him tell me that he was here, that there was 
hope for my dad and for my family. But I felt nothing and heard 
nothing. The lack of that felt assurance that my Abba was with 
me hurt just as much as the reality of slowly losing my father.

Our sufferings bend us low with our faces hard pressed 
toward the ground.
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We all have leprous sores somewhere that give us such pain.
We cry out to God with the Israelites,
Oh, that you would burst from the heavens and come down!
These kinds of cries are Advent cries. Advent is the season 

to allow ourselves to heave, to scream, to cry over our own 
lives and in solidarity with the screams and cries of the world.

The leper in the Gospel of Luke was near death, simply existing 
in the last stages of his disease. Perhaps he had lost the assur-
ance that God was with him like I had as I cried over my father.

But that wasn’t the end of his story . . . and it’s not the end 
of mine . . . and it’s not the end of yours.

God did come down . . . and he walked with his own dusty 
feet into this man’s valley of death.

Oh, that you would burst through the heavens and come down!
Jesus reached out and touched him. “I am willing,” he said. 

“Be healed!”
I don’t always feel that God is with me. I can often despair 

that perhaps he is not. At the same time, there are moments 
when I encounter such sparks of unexpected beauty. In these 
moments, exultant joy overflows within me as I remember 
that I am the beloved and that God is truly here.

Advent is a time of both suffering and hope.
The leper bows with his face to the ground in sorrow.
But he also bows in hopeful reverence, trusting that his 

Lord can save.
May we hear Jesus’ words for us during this Advent season.
May they stir joyous anticipation within us for the day 

when we will be completely healed by our Savior.
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On that glorious day, our Lord will declare these words of 
victory over every suffering that has bent us low:

I am willing.
Be healed!
God is here.

The Prayer
Lord, I bow to the ground in sorrow, but because you are 

here, I also bow in hope. Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• What sufferings have bent, or are bending, you low to 

the ground?
• What are your Advent cries this year?
• When has God reminded you in the past that he loves you 

and is with you?
• What do Jesus’ words, “I am willing,” mean to you during 

this season?

Every Desert Will 
Become a Garden

ISAIAH 35:1–10 | Even the wilderness and desert will be 
glad in those days.
  The wasteland will rejoice and blossom with spring 

crocuses.

9
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Yes, there will be an abundance of flowers
 and singing and joy!
The deserts will become as green as the mountains of Lebanon,
 as lovely as Mount Carmel or the plain of Sharon.
There the Lord will display his glory,
 the splendor of our God.
With this news, strengthen those who have tired hands,
 and encourage those who have weak knees.
Say to those with fearful hearts,
 “Be strong, and do not fear,
for your God is coming to destroy your enemies.
 He is coming to save you.”

And when he comes, he will open the eyes of the blind
 and unplug the ears of the deaf.
The lame will leap like a deer,
 and those who cannot speak will sing for joy!
Springs will gush forth in the wilderness,
 and streams will water the wasteland.
The parched ground will become a pool,
 and springs of water will satisfy the thirsty land.
Marsh grass and reeds and rushes will flourish
 where desert jackals once lived.

And a great road will go through that once deserted land.
 It will be named the Highway of Holiness.
Evil-minded people will never travel on it.
 It will be only for those who walk in God’s ways;
 fools will never walk there.
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Lions will not lurk along its course,
 nor any other ferocious beasts.
There will be no other dangers.
 Only the redeemed will walk on it.
Those who have been ransomed by the Lord will return.
 They will enter Jerusalem singing,
 crowned with everlasting joy.
Sorrow and mourning will disappear,
 and they will be filled with joy and gladness.

Consider This
There was a season in my life when I felt as if I was trudging 

through sand in the desert. Desperate to get out of my own 
personal wilderness, I was hounded by a persistent suspicion 
that it was up to me to find the way to a more hospitable land.

One day, I saw a vision of myself turning around from my 
trudging and finding a rock in the desert where I could just sit 
and rest. The words, “Out of the rock will come your provi-
sion,” came to my mind. I felt like God was encouraging me 
to stop trying to get out of my life and to start trusting him to 
create something beautiful . . . maybe even a garden . . . right 
in this desert I was in.

Isaiah’s vision of a barren desert transforming into a 
bountiful garden was written to the Israelites when they 
were also facing the decision whether to trust God or not. 
Surrounded by threatening kingdoms, they could either 
secure safety by their own strategies or they could put their 
trust in God.
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Much of Isaiah presents the people with this question: Is 
God trustworthy?

I’ve asked this question many times in my life and it’s 
something that I still struggle with. Can I trust my entire life 
to God? My vocation, my inner life, my job, my relationships, 
my future? Can I let go of my grasp on these things and hand 
them over to the God who makes gardens grow?

Isaiah assures us that we can trust God, even in the most 
painful and precious parts of our lives.

Despite my struggle with trusting God, I have personally 
witnessed his faithfulness in the desert. The few times in my 
life when I have actually given up my own striving and have 
trusted instead in the God of the garden, I have witnessed the 
Spirit bring new life out of the very dust that I’ve been sitting in.

I believe that as surely as the sun warms our skin, God’s 
presence makes beautiful things grow.

And yet, as my friend Taylor King says, “There are still 
deserts in our lives. There are still deserts in our families. 
There are still deserts in our souls.”

This is the tension of Advent.
With God, every desert will eventually become a garden.
Every wilderness will become a place of life-giving springs.
And yet, we still walk in desert lands.
Our stories and those of our loved ones still include infir-

mities that silence us, burdens that immobilize us, and death 
that seems to claim us.

Dr. John Oswalt, an Old Testament scholar, describes the 
tension this way: 
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We cannot say with absolute certainty how all of this 
will work out. . . . But this we know: to walk with God is 
to walk in security, in blessing, in glory, and in joy. And 
if these are limited now, there will come a day when 
they will be as unlimited as he is.1 

One day, the manifestation of God’s glory in our lives will 
be as unlimited as he is.

This is the Advent hope that we carry in our desert seasons.
This is the promise of God that we count on when we’re 

still surrounded by sand.
There will be a day when God’s glory will be on full display 

in your desert and in mine.
On that day, every parched ground will become a place 

of springs.
Every blind eye will witness the blossoms bloom.
Every deaf ear will hear new melodies unfold.
Every bedbound soul will leap, wild and free.
Every silenced voice will sing with raucous joy.
Every desert will become a garden.
God is here.

The Prayer
God of the garden, help me know that I can trust you, even 

as I journey in the desert.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

1. John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1–39 (The New International 
Commentary on the Old Testament) (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing, 1986), 621. 
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The Questions
• What are a few desert places that you have encountered in 

your life this year?
• In what areas of your life do you struggle to trust God?
• When have you seen God’s faithfulness in your desert 

places? How does the hope that one day every desert will 
become a garden affect you today?

The Key Moment
MATTHEW 25:1–13 | “Then the Kingdom of Heaven will be 
like ten bridesmaids who took their lamps and went to meet 
the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 
The five who were foolish didn’t take enough olive oil for their 
lamps, but the other five were wise enough to take along extra 
oil. When the bridegroom was delayed, they all became drowsy 
and fell asleep.

“At midnight they were roused by the shout, ‘Look, the bride-
groom is coming! Come out and meet him!’

“All the bridesmaids got up and prepared their lamps. Then the 
five foolish ones asked the others, ‘Please give us some of your 
oil because our lamps are going out.’

“But the others replied, ‘We don’t have enough for all of us. Go 
to a shop and buy some for yourselves.’

“But while they were gone to buy oil, the bridegroom came. 
Then those who were ready went in with him to the marriage 

10
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feast, and the door was locked. Later, when the other five 
bridesmaids returned, they stood outside, calling, ‘Lord! Lord! 
Open the door for us!’

“But he called back, ‘Believe me, I don’t know you!’

“So you, too, must keep watch! For you do not know the day or 
hour of my return.”

Consider This
In 1956, as Martin Luther King Jr. was fighting against the 

evil of racial segregation in the American South, he preached 
a Mother’s Day sermon to his congregation at Dexter Avenue 
Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama.

In his sermon, Dr. King referenced the parable of the 
bridesmaids while challenging his people to prepare for 
the great change that racial integration would bring to their 
communities. “If there was any foolishness on the part of the 
foolish virgins,” he declared, “it was complacency, and the 
wisdom of the wise virgins was preparation. We have a great 
responsibility to be prepared not only for the worst, but for 
the best.”2

King was warning his people not to fall into the compla-
cency of the foolish bridesmaids as they waited for justice to 
roll like a river in their land. This was not the time to passively 
accept the grim realities of their present. Instead, it was time 
to expect and prepare themselves for a better future.

2. Martin Luther King Jr., The Papers of Martin Luther King Jr., edited by Clayborne 
Carson, vol. 3 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 265.



Casey PaGe CulBretH

40

In the parable of the bridesmaids, the wise women are 
distinguished from the foolish by only one thing: the wise 
are prepared to keep watch for the bridegroom’s arrival, while 
the foolish are not. N. T. Wright describes the preparation of 
the wise as “simply . . . being ready for the key moment.”3 

We are all waiting for a key moment.
For the bridesmaids in our story, the key moment was the 

arrival of the bridegroom.
King’s key moment was racial integration and equality in 

every aspect of American life.
During Advent, we prepare for our key moment: the day 

when Jesus will come in glory and make this world a place of 
heaven on earth. But in order to prepare for that moment, we 
must first prepare for this moment.

This moment is a key moment too.
The nineteenth-century theologian Christoph Blumhardt 

wrote, “Jesus came and departed. But his resurrection means 
that everything in God’s kingdom is alive; in every moment 
there is something happening.”4

In every moment there is something happening.
In every moment God’s coming is happening.
I can so easily live my life oblivious to the coming of the 

Lord, settling for just getting through the day instead of 
expecting to encounter God. But when I do prepare for his 

3. N. T. Wright, Matthew for Everyone (Chapters 16–28): Part Two (Louisville, KY: 
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, London, and Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2004), 133.
4. Christoph Friedrich Blumhardt, Watch for the Light: Readings for Advent and 
Christmas (Maryknoll, NY: Plough Publishing House, 2001), 8.
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coming, I begin to recognize his presence in the seemingly 
insignificant moments of my ordinary days. Before I know it, 
all of those insignificant moments start to add up to a coming 
of God into my life that is unmistakably significant. 

Sometimes I think that I need to make a grand gesture to 
God in order to truly prepare for his coming. I hear the life 
stories of people like Mother Teresa and I think, Maybe my life 
isn’t radical enough. What else should I do? 

As if he could hear my question, Blumhardt writes: “We 
have to begin with what we can see.  .  .  . One does not 
always have to wait for something out of the ordinary. The 
all- important thing is to keep your eyes on what comes 
from God and to make way for it to come into being here 
on earth.”5

God doesn’t call me to make grand gestures. Instead, he 
simply invites me to prepare for his coming right here, right 
now, in the gritty reality of my life. 

How do you and I prepare for the coming of Jesus?
By receiving what we can see.
By paying attention to what is coming to us from God today.
By making way for his appearing, right here, right now, in 

this moment. 
This moment, which is the key moment. 
In every moment God’s coming is happening. 
May we prepare the way of the Lord.
God is here.

5. Christoph Friedrich Blumhardt, Watch for the Light: Readings for Advent and 
Christmas (Maryknoll, NY: Plough Publishing House, 2001), 11–12.
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The Prayer
Lord, help me to live in the reality of your coming, right 

here, right now, today.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• How does God appear to you in your daily life?
• How would you approach today if you knew it was full of 

key moments?
• How might that change the way you live with yourself, 

God, and others?

Stripped of All but Love
HEBREWS 12:1–2 | Therefore, since we are surrounded by 
such a huge crowd of witnesses to the life of faith, let us strip 
off every weight that slows us down, especially the sin that so 
easily trips us up. And let us run with endurance the race God 
has set before us. We do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, the 
champion who initiates and perfects our faith. Because of the 
joy awaiting him, he endured the cross, disregarding its shame. 
Now he is seated in the place of honor beside God’s throne.

Consider This
There is a stripping that comes during Advent.
We strip ourselves of what we think we should be, of what 

we wish we were, of the guilt and shame that we heap upon 

11
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ourselves that Christ has already bent down and carried. We 
strip the pretense, the cover-up, the charade that we’re alright 
when we’re not, that we’re strong when we’re weak.

We lay these things aside like old clothes that don’t have a 
place in our wardrobe anymore.

Whatever holds us back from running with complete 
abandon before the gaze of the one who loves us isn’t worth 
keeping around.

It’s the work of Advent to let it go.
The writer of Hebrews compares the life of faith to a mara-

thon race in the ancient Olympic Games.
In preparation for the race, the competitors would strip 

themselves completely so that nothing could hold them back 
from running as fast as possible. J. P. Williams writes in her 
book, Seeking the God Beyond, that the author of Hebrews 
uses the “language of stripping” to express “the disciplined 
preparation required of those who wish to undertake the 
soul’s journey to God.”6 

Stripping is a vulnerable work and a necessary preparation 
for the marathon of faith.

It doesn’t come naturally to us. We would rather get used to 
limping than face the heaviness that keeps us from running 
free. But there is unimaginable joy to be found in living 
completely exposed under the gaze of God.

Jacques Philippe, a Catholic priest, describes just how liber-
ating the gaze of God truly is:

6. J. P. Williams, Seeking the God Beyond: A Beginner’s Guide to Christian 
Apophatic Spirituality (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2019), 38. 
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We find it so difficult to accept our own deficiencies 
because we imagine they make us unlovable. . . . Living 
under God’s gaze makes us realize how mistaken that 
is. Love is given freely, it’s not deserved, and our defi-
ciencies don’t prevent God from loving us—just the 
opposite! Thus we are freed of the terrible, despair- 
inducing sense that we must become “good enough” 
to deserve to be loved.7

As we begin to trust that we don’t have to earn God’s love, 
we allow the garments that have restrained us to fall, and 
the joy of living as our authentic selves begins to flood our 
souls. Yet God’s love doesn’t leave us as we are; instead, he 
inspires us to hope for a greatness that we never dreamed 
was possible for ourselves.

Jacques Philippe writes:

God’s gaze also enables us to be supremely daring 
in our desire for holiness.  .  .  . We are never impris-
oned within our own mediocrity or forced into a sort 
of dull resignation, for we always have the hope of 
advancing in love. God can make us, sinners that 
we are, into saints: his grace can accomplish even 
that miracle, and we can have unlimited faith in the 
power of his love.8 

7.  Jacques Philippe, trans. Helena Scott, Interior Freedom (New York: Scepter 
Publishers, 2007), 39–40.
8.  Ibid., 40.
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When we strip ourselves of all but love, we discover the 
fullness of who we were created to be. We also follow in the 
footsteps of the race that our Lord has already run.

He stripped himself of all but love so that he might glorify 
his Father and reveal God’s love to you and me.

As we honor Jesus’ entrance into humanity during this 
Advent season, may we trust the one who stripped himself 
of divine glory with our own authentic skin.

May we lift our eyes to the gaze of Christ and witness the 
mercy and solidarity that meets us there.

May we run the race set before us with the stamina of those 
empowered by the grace of God.

May we lay aside every heavy garment that hinders us until 
we find ourselves stripped of all but love.

God is here.

The Prayer
Lord, I am wholly yours.
Please strip my life of all but love.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• What needs to be stripped out of your life during this season?
• What is keeping you from running freely in your life with God?
• Where in your life have you felt like you’re not good 

enough?
• How might you more freely share your authentic self with 

God and others?
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Refiner’s Fire
MALACHI 3:2–4 | “But who will be able to endure it when 
he comes? Who will be able to stand and face him when he 
appears? For he will be like a blazing fire that refines metal, or 
like a strong soap that bleaches clothes. He will sit like a refiner 
of silver, burning away the dross. He will purify the Levites, 
refining them like gold and silver, so that they may once again 
offer acceptable sacrifices to the Lord. Then once more the Lord 
will accept the offerings brought to him by the people of Judah 
and Jerusalem, as he did in the past.”

REVELATION 5:6–8 | Then I saw a Lamb that looked as if 
it had been slaughtered, but it was now standing between the 
throne and the four living beings and among the twenty-four 
elders. He had seven horns and seven eyes, which represent 
the sevenfold Spirit of God that is sent out into every part of 
the earth. He stepped forward and took the scroll from the 
right hand of the one sitting on the throne. And when he took 
the scroll, the four living beings and the twenty-four elders 
fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp, and they 
held gold bowls filled with incense, which are the prayers of 
God’s people.

Consider This
It might seem strange that the season when the church 

celebrates a baby’s birth is also the time when we think about 

12
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the final judgment. In Advent, we do have a double vision, 
because we are actually observing two Advents. Advent is 
simply a fancy term to describe something “coming.” During 
this season, we celebrate Jesus’ first coming as the vulner-
able Christ-child and we anticipate his future coming as our 
reigning Judge and King. 

It’s easy to celebrate Jesus as the smiling baby of Christmas. 
But it’s a little more intimidating to receive him as our righ-

teous Judge.
I know that when I think of Jesus as Judge, my mind goes 

to something like the images in Jonathan Edwards’s famous 
sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” The 
gentleness of Jesus’ face hardens in my imagination, and I 
find myself retreating from him within my spirit. I begin to 
worry that he will judge me harshly, and I become afraid of 
his gaze. 

But if we only think about judgment as something that God 
does in anger or hard-heartedness, we’ve robbed ourselves 
of an image of Jesus as Judge that is actually the height of 
compassion and love. The Lion of Judah is also the slain 
Lamb of God, and he looks upon us with a gentle, loving gaze 
even as he brings the fire of his righteous judgment into our 
lives and into the world. 

Fleming Rutledge describes this image of Jesus as a 
compassionate and righteous Judge. She writes: 

The Judge confronts us. But it is not as we feared. The 
face of the Judge is marked with infinite compassion 
and infinite suffering. His hands and feet are torn by 
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spikes driven in by violent blows. His brow is pierced 
by the crown of thorns, and his expression bears the 
tokens of utmost humiliation.9

I can trust myself to the judgment of the suffering Lamb of 
God, the one who carries the scars of the world’s evil on his 
hands and feet.

The King who judges me is the man Jesus, who has already 
embraced all of me, including all of my sin, on the cross. In 
embracing me, he refines me, purifying everything within 
until all that is left is the person he originally created me to be.

My Refiner’s fire is actually a fire of freedom.
It’s a fire of love. 
The judgment of Christ is not harsh; it is healing.
I am reminded of a story from C. S. Lewis’s children’s 

fantasy book The Voyage of the Dawn Treader. There is a little 
boy in the story named Eustace who turns into a dragon. 
Eventually, he wants to become a little boy again, but he can’t 
turn himself back. One night, a lion appears to him and tells 
him that the only way his scales will come off is if the lion 
removes them with his claws. 

C. S. Lewis describes the lion’s refining work by having 
Eustace share his experience this way:

The very first tear he made was so deep that I thought 
it had gone right into my heart. And when he began 
pulling the skin off, it hurt worse than anything I’ve 

9. Fleming Rutledge, Advent: The Once and Future Coming of Jesus Christ (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2018), 247. 
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ever felt. The only thing that made me able to bear it 
was just the pleasure of feeling the stuff peel off. You 
know—if you’ve ever picked the scab of a sore place. It 
hurts . . . oh but it is such fun to see it coming away.10

The holy fire of the slain Son of Man is a blessed fire.
It is a fire that burns, but it will leave us more beautiful 

than we were before. 
May we dare to ask our Lord to set us aflame with his 

refining fire during this season. It will hurt, but oh, it will be 
so good to see our own dragon scales burning away. 

We can joyously welcome not only Christ the child, but 
also Christ our Judge during Advent. 

He comes not to condemn us, but to set us free.
God is here.

The Prayer
My loving Judge and King, set me ablaze with your refining fire.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• What comes to your mind when you think of Jesus as our 

Judge? 
• How does it affect you to know that the face of your Judge 

is marked by infinite compassion?
• What do you need to surrender to the Refiner’s fire today? 

10. C. S. Lewis, The Voyage of the Dawn Treader (The Chronicles of Narnia: Book 
Five) (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1952), 116.
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The God Who  
Cries with Us

MATTHEW 2:13–18 | After the wise men were gone, an 
angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up! Flee 
to Egypt with the child and his mother,” the angel said. “Stay 
there until I tell you to return, because Herod is going to search 
for the child to kill him.”

That night Joseph left for Egypt with the child and Mary, his 
mother, and they stayed there until Herod’s death. This fulfilled 
what the Lord had spoken through the prophet: “I called my 
Son out of Egypt.”

Herod was furious when he realized that the wise men had 
outwitted him. He sent soldiers to kill all the boys in and around 
Bethlehem who were two years old and under, based on the wise 
men’s report of the star’s first appearance. Herod’s brutal action 
fulfilled what God had spoken through the prophet Jeremiah:

“A cry was heard in Ramah—
 weeping and great mourning.
Rachel weeps for her children,
 refusing to be comforted,
 for they are dead.”

Consider This
Last year I met a friend who is a missionary in Guatemala, 

living and serving with people who live in economic poverty. 

13



GoD is Here

51

The love he has for those he lives and serves with exudes 
from him in waves of joy that you instinctively want to be 
around. It’s obvious that he didn’t go to Guatemala to “fix” 
the plight of the poor who live there. Instead, he entered their 
community so that their joys would become his joy and that 
their sorrows would become his sorrow.

He simply loved them and wanted to be with them.
In the fall of 2018, my friend joined in a migrant caravan 

that was making its way from Honduras to the United States 
border. He wanted to be with these people and to hear 
their stories as they fled from their communities, escaping 
brutality and oppression, desiring a home where they could 
feed their families and store up provision for the future.

My friend took small videos of refugees telling their stories 
on his phone and posted them on Facebook so that people 
like me, far away in another country, could hear their stories. 
One video was of a little girl he met in the caravan.

In the video, the little girl’s tired eyes look up at him as 
she sits on the ground, her mother behind her. Her lips are 
chapped and sores extend from her nose to her mouth and 
chin. She asks my friend if he’d like her to sing him a praise 
song. He tells her of course he would.

And she starts to sing.
When I hear stories like this—stories of children suffering, 

enduring abuse, being caught up in the power plays of leaders 
and governments, a despairing voice inside me cries, Where 
is God in all of this? And in the midst of my questioning, I read 
our passage for today.
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Mamas are weeping for their little children. They cannot 
be consoled.

A despotic and insecure ruler has murdered all the boys in 
Bethlehem aged two and under.

The place made holy by God’s arrival as the Son of Man is 
now bathed in the blood of his brothers. The idyllic scene of 
the holy family nestled in a manger, basking in the glow of 
angelic light has faded. Now the God-child flees, and we see 
him fleeing with all of us, joining in the human flight from 
suffering, oppression, and death.

Where is God?
In the desert, fleeing the mouth of the destroyer, his mother 

holding him close.
Where is God?
Walking in the dust, proclaiming that a new way of God is at 

hand, a new kingdom where leaders don’t lord it over others, 
where the first is the servant of all, where God washes feet.

Where is God?
Inside my skin, moaning within me over the exhausted 

little girl who is still singing her song.
Where is God?
Hanging on a cross, having emptied himself to the very 

last drop, suffering in solidarity with the entire human 
race, affirming with his arms open wide the words that his 
Abba Father wanted the whole world to hear: “You are my 
beloved ones.”

Where is God?
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He is here, crying with us.
The little girl in the caravan sang a beautiful praise song to 

my friend. She sang in Spanish, but since my friend is also 
fluent in the language, he was able to translate. These are the 
words of her song:

I saw you yesterday, I saw you crying, asking God for 
a miracle.

And you cry for my loneliness, my loneliness, Jesus.
There is no glory without the desert .  .  . there is no 

victory without tears first.
Even though the path has been difficult, I know that he,
I know that he will never abandon you.

God is here.

The Prayer
Jesus, you know our suffering.
Please minister to the crying ones in our world today. 
Comfort them and comfort us in our pain.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• When have you felt like asking, “Where is God in all of this?”
• What questions and struggles do you need to share with God?
• Where do you need to see Jesus crying with you?
• How does the picture of Jesus crying with us on the cross 

comfort you in your pain?
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Cloud of Witnesses
HEBREWS 12:1–3 NIV | Therefore, since we are surrounded 
by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything 
that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us 
run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our 
eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy 
set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and 
sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him 
who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will 
not grow weary and lose heart.

Consider This
You’re probably thinking, Didn’t we study these verses a 

while ago? Yes, we did focus on them a few days back. But, 
as we near the final leg of our Advent journey, let’s reflect 
on another important topic that we find here: the cloud 
of witnesses. 

The author of Hebrews compares the life of faith in this 
chapter to an ancient Olympic marathon. Luke Timothy 
Johnson, a New Testament scholar, helps us understand the 
role of the cloud of witnesses in this ancient race. He writes:

The runners begin far away from the city in some 
remote place with few observers, move through 
growing crowds and greater fatigue, and finally emerge 
in the stadium before a massed assembly of spectators 

14
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who watch and applaud as the runners complete their 
final lap.11

The cloud of witnesses in Hebrews is a joyous, exuberant 
crowd of spectators; they are the faithful who have gone 
before us, who are now witnessing our race of faith, and are 
compassionately cheering us on. They are our fathers and 
mothers in the faith who are calling to us from their place of 
victory, encouraging us to keep moving forward and to keep 
trusting God, even on desert days when our throats are dry 
and our feet are weary. 

We all have our own personal cloud of witnesses. 
They are the ones who have given us the gift of their testi-

mony, of their lives well-lived, imperfect, and feeble as they 
may have been. In fact, even their weakness has been a gift 
to us, because it reminds us that no one is able to finish the 
race on their own strength.

Every piece of the victory is a grace given to us by our Savior. 
So, who are the people in your cloud? 
My grandmom is in my cloud. A young girl who married 

at fourteen, she went back to school in her thirties, became 
a high school science teacher, and attended weekly prayer 
meetings at her eastern Kentucky Baptist church. She’d stay on 
the phone with me for hours listening to my questions about 
the Bible when I was a middle schooler. She’s in my cloud.

11. Luke Timothy Johnson, Hebrews: A Commentary (The New Testament Library) 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 315.
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Rich Mullins is also in my cloud. An early contemporary 
Christian musician, his songs fed my angsty teenage soul. In 
the midst of massive success, he chose to limit his income to 
minimum wage. He moved out to the Southwest, lived in a 
trailer, and taught music to kids on a Native American reser-
vation. He was raw. He was real. He’s in my cloud. 

The rest of our Advent study will revolve around the lives 
of various biblical characters and their testimonies of faith. 
We will look at key moments in their lives when they met the 
God who is here and responded to his presence with trust and 
obedience in the midst of great adversity.

These biblical characters may seem far removed from us 
and from our stories, but they are also our mothers and 
fathers in Christ. They belong to our cloud of witnesses, 
along with all the faithful who have come before us. 

As we meditate on their responses to God in the coming 
days, let’s ask ourselves what kind of legacy we desire to 
leave behind.

There will be a day when you and I join the cloud of 
witnesses for someone else.

May those who come after us testify that our lives were 
poured out as a fragrant offering to the greatest witness of all, 
the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who ran his own race, 
won the victory, and is also now cheering us on.

God is here.
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The Prayer
Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of my faith, empower 

me to run the race you have set before me in faithfulness 
and freedom.

Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• Who are the people in your cloud of witnesses? What are 

the names of those who have gone before you and have 
influenced your life?

• What is the legacy that you hope to leave behind for those 
who come after you?

• Is the life you’re living now in line with the legacy you 
hope to leave behind?

• Who in the younger generations are you mentoring, 
guiding, coaching? 

• If you aren’t in the life of anyone in a younger generation, 
how might you reach out?

The God Who Sees Me
GENESIS 16:1–16 | Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had not been 
able to bear children for him. But she had an Egyptian servant 
named Hagar. So Sarai said to Abram, “The Lord has prevented 
me from having children. Go and sleep with my servant. Perhaps 

15
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I can have children through her.” And Abram agreed with Sarai’s 
proposal. So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took Hagar the Egyptian 
servant and gave her to Abram as a wife. (This happened ten 
years after Abram had settled in the land of Canaan.)

So Abram had sexual relations with Hagar, and she became 
pregnant. But when Hagar knew she was pregnant, she began 
to treat her mistress, Sarai, with contempt. Then Sarai said to 
Abram, “This is all your fault! I put my servant into your arms, 
but now that she’s pregnant she treats me with contempt. The 
Lord will show who’s wrong—you or me!”

Abram replied, “Look, she is your servant, so deal with her 
as you see fit.” Then Sarai treated Hagar so harshly that she 
finally ran away.

The angel of the Lord found Hagar beside a spring of water in 
the wilderness, along the road to Shur. The angel said to her, 
“Hagar, Sarai’s servant, where have you come from, and where 
are you going?”

“I’m running away from my mistress, Sarai,” she replied.

The angel of the Lord said to her, “Return to your mistress, and 
submit to her authority.” Then he added, “I will give you more 
descendants than you can count.”

And the angel also said, “You are now pregnant and will give 
birth to a son. You are to name him Ishmael (which means ‘God 
hears’), for the Lord has heard your cry of distress. This son of 
yours will be a wild man, as untamed as a wild donkey! He 
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will raise his fist against everyone, and everyone will be against 
him. Yes, he will live in open hostility against all his relatives.”

Thereafter, Hagar used another name to refer to the Lord, who 
had spoken to her. She said, “You are the God who sees me.” She 
also said, “Have I truly seen the One who sees me?” So that well 
was named Beer-lahai-roi (which means “well of the Living One 
who sees me”). It can still be found between Kadesh and Bered.

So Hagar gave Abram a son, and Abram named him Ishmael. 
Abram was eighty-six years old when Ishmael was born.

Consider This
As we continue to move closer to the birth of Christ, we 

enter into our cloud of witnesses and reflect on the lives of 
some who are gathered there. We begin by returning to the 
desert where Abraham first encountered God and where he 
and Sarah wait for their child of promise.

However, we’re not going to focus on this couple’s 
journey today.

Instead, we turn to a woman who didn’t belong in the story 
of the chosen ones, and yet ended up meeting God anyway.

Her name is Hagar, which in ancient Hebrew could be 
translated as “foreign one.”

We join her as she flees into her desert, pregnant with her 
master’s child.

The wilderness becomes her meeting place with the divine 
as well.



Casey PaGe CulBretH

60

The angel of the Lord appears to Hagar in the desert and 
asks her, “Hagar, Sarai’s servant, where have you come from, 
and where are you going?”

Hagar is certainly surprised to receive this personal visit 
from God. Gods don’t typically involve themselves in the 
fates of servants. And yet this God would eventually become 
a servant himself.

This God proves, as Walter Brueggemann writes, that “he 
has not exclusively committed himself to Abraham [and] 
Sarah.” This God is also “turned toward the outsider.”12

Yahweh isn’t just the God of one family, one ethnic group, 
or one nation.

Yahweh is the God of all.
Yahweh is the God of Hagar.
God has something to say to Hagar in the desert. The one 

who has lived her life outside of the promise will now receive 
one herself.

“I will give you more descendants than you can count.”
Haven’t we heard these words before? Yes, it’s the same 

promise that was given to Abraham. And yet, here it is, given 
again—to a woman, to a foreigner, to a slave.

Hagar is overwhelmed by this God who has recognized her 
need for a promise of her own.

12. Walter Brueggemann, eds. James Luther Mays, Patrick D. Miller Jr., and 
Paul J. Achtemeier, Genesis: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and 
Preaching (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1973), 152–53.
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This may be the first blessing she has ever received 
from anyone.

And it comes from the most powerful Being of all.
From this moment on, everything changes. Yahweh is no 

longer just the God of Hagar’s masters. He is her God too. 
So much so that she calls him by a name that reflects her 
personal history with him.

This name declares who he has been for her and who he 
can be for others who also feel forgotten.

Hagar names Yahweh, “The God Who Sees [Me].” This 
Egyptian slave becomes the first person in the Bible to 
name God.

Hagar’s story is intricately tied to our Advent journey.
In her encounter with God in the desert, we witness a fore-

telling of God’s passion for the world.
This is the passion that will compel him to one day descend 

into his own creation and become one of us, entering Mary’s 
womb as a little baby, just like Hagar’s unborn child.

We celebrate the culmination of Hagar’s story during the 
Advent and Christmas seasons: God coming to earth in the 
flesh, so that everyone may have a personal encounter with 
Hagar’s God who sees me.

God comes not only for Peter, but also for the Samaritan 
woman.

He comes not only for Nicodemus, but also for the centurion.
He comes not only for his beloved Israel, but also for Greece 

and Rome and Ethiopia.
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He came for Hagar.
He comes for us.
If Hagar could speak to us from our cloud of witnesses, she 

might say something like, 
Beloved, know that you are never far from his presence.
In your wandering he will find you.
My God who sees me also sees you.
God is here.

The Prayer
God of compassion, thank you for seeing me.
In my wandering, come find me.
I will wait for you.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• When have you felt forgotten or overlooked, by others or 

by God?
• Has there been a moment in your life when, like Hagar, 

you felt seen by God? What did that feel like?
• What is a blessing that you need to hear God speak over 

you today?
• Who are some people in your life or in the world who 

probably feel forgotten? How might you show them that 
they are seen?
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Ordinary Obedience
MATTHEW 1:18–25 | This is how Jesus the Messiah was 
born. His mother, Mary, was engaged to be married to Joseph. 
But before the marriage took place, while she was still a virgin, 
she became pregnant through the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Joseph, to whom she was engaged, was a righteous man and 
did not want to disgrace her publicly, so he decided to break the 
engagement quietly.

As he considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 
dream. “Joseph, son of David,” the angel said, “do not be afraid 
to take Mary as your wife. For the child within her was conceived 
by the Holy Spirit. And she will have a son, and you are to name 
him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”

All of this occurred to fulfill the Lord’s message through 
his prophet:

“Look! The virgin will conceive a child!
 She will give birth to a son,
and they will call him Immanuel,
 which means ‘God is with us.’”

When Joseph woke up, he did as the angel of the Lord 
commanded and took Mary as his wife. But he did not have 
sexual relations with her until her son was born. And Joseph 
named him Jesus.

16
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Consider This
He worked with his hands.
He grew up going to the temple and praying the Shema 

every day: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one” 
(Deut. 6:4 NIV).

He was a simple man. His heart beat to do the right thing, 
not for the sake of being right, but for the sake of living in 
obedience to the God of his fathers.

He had faith in a God who was still alive and who could 
still speak.

He was willing to lay his whole life down in response to the 
divine command.

We don’t get to hear Joseph’s internal struggle as he sacri-
ficed his respectable life and embraced an unwed mother’s 
scandal as his own. We can’t observe the gentle determina-
tion in his face or the confident surrender of his voice as 
he approached a surprised Mary and said to her, “Let’s still 
get married.”

All we know is that this ordinary, faithful son of David was 
chosen to raise the beloved Son of God.

Joseph wasn’t a rabbi. He wasn’t a priest. He wasn’t a prophet.
He couldn’t give Jesus intricate insight into the Torah.
He couldn’t teach him the complicated politics of the reli-

gious elite.
But there was one thing that he could do . . . he could model 

for the Son of God what it looked like to live as a humble 
human being of faith.
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Who better to do this than a simple man who lived his 
ordinary life as an offering to God?

Joseph represents all of us ordinary people.
He represents those of us who are simply trying to follow 

God the best we can as we go to work, take care of our kids, 
and live in relationship with others around us.

Sometimes we think to ourselves, God can’t possibly be 
working in my life or, There’s no way God would want to speak 
to me or, There’s nothing special God would have me do.

In response, Joseph’s life declares this dignifying truth: 
God’s extraordinary work always takes root in the soil of ordi-
nary lives.

Joseph’s experience testifies that we don’t have to be super-
people to partner with God in his work.

We just need to be willing, available soil.
That’s it.
Pastor Pete Greig says that “prayer is 98 percent just 

showing up.”
It’s the same thing in our life with God in general.
Ninety-eight percent is just showing up.
Joseph just showed up—and he ended up serving as a 

father to the Son of God.
I heard a great story recently about an ordinary person 

who just decided to show up, and her obedience is making 
an eternal difference.

My pastor was on a ministry trip to Switzerland and met 
a Syrian lady who lives there. She emigrated to Switzerland 
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a few years ago from Aleppo, Syria. Soon after she moved 
to Switzerland, she realized that there were a lot of Arabic-
speaking immigrants living in her area. As a Christian, she 
felt called to provide a place where they could gather for 
community and learn about Jesus. She started hosting gath-
erings in her home, the first consisting of only a few people. 
Some years later, she is now the pastor of a sixty-member 
Arabic-speaking church that meets weekly in an old sanc-
tuary in her city.

She is an ordinary woman who was given an extraordinary 
dream, and she was simply faithful to show up. God is doing 
the rest.

It is in the quiet, faithful steps of obedience in the midst of our 
ordinary days that the Spirit does his work through our lives.

In the end, ordinary obedience is never ordinary at all.
God is here.

The Prayer
O Father, may I live all of my ordinary moments today for 

your extraordinary glory.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• What does just showing up look like in your ordinary life 

with God?
• How might you become more willing soil for the work of 

God during this season?
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• How might God be calling you to greater obedience in your 
daily, ordinary life?

• Is there any way you might be able to bless others through 
your ordinary life this month?

The Waiting Ones
LUKE 2:21–38 | Eight days later, when the baby was circum-
cised, he was named Jesus, the name given him by the angel 
even before he was conceived.

Then it was time for their purification offering, as required 
by the law of Moses after the birth of a child; so his parents 
took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord. The law of 
the Lord says, “If a woman’s first child is a boy, he must be 
dedicated to the Lord.” So they offered the sacrifice required 
in the law of the Lord—“either a pair of turtledoves or two 
young pigeons.”

At that time there was a man in Jerusalem named Simeon. 
He was righteous and devout and was eagerly waiting for the 
Messiah to come and rescue Israel. The Holy Spirit was upon 
him and had revealed to him that he would not die until he 
had seen the Lord’s Messiah. That day the Spirit led him to the 
Temple. So when Mary and Joseph came to present the baby 
Jesus to the Lord as the law required, Simeon was there. He 
took the child in his arms and praised God, saying,

17
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“Sovereign Lord, now let your servant die in peace,
 as you have promised.
I have seen your salvation,
 which you have prepared for all people.
He is a light to reveal God to the nations,
 and he is the glory of your people Israel!”

Jesus’ parents were amazed at what was being said about him. 
Then Simeon blessed them, and he said to Mary, the baby’s 
mother, “This child is destined to cause many in Israel to fall, 
and many others to rise. He has been sent as a sign from God, but 
many will oppose him. As a result, the deepest thoughts of many 
hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your very soul.”

Anna, a prophet, was also there in the Temple. She was the 
daughter of Phanuel from the tribe of Asher, and she was 
very old. Her husband died when they had been married only 
seven years. Then she lived as a widow to the age of eighty-
four. She never left the Temple but stayed there day and night, 
worshiping God with fasting and prayer. She came along just 
as Simeon was talking with Mary and Joseph, and she began 
praising God. She talked about the child to everyone who had 
been waiting expectantly for God to rescue Jerusalem.

Consider This
God comes to the waiting ones.
Those who wait on the Lord renew their strength; they 

mount on wings like eagles (Isa. 40:31); they will never be put 
to shame.
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The Lord will always hear the cries of his waiting ones.
In today’s text we look at the stories of two faithful waiting 

ones. Simeon and Anna are both waiting for the Messiah 
who is promised to come and rescue Israel. Luke 2:25 says 
in the New International Version translation that Simeon is 
waiting for the “consolation,” or comfort, of his nation.

I can imagine Israel as a grieving woman, wailing over 
the loss of her freedom and heritage, anguished in concern 
over her children’s futures. Simeon and Anna choose to bear 
the weight of Israel’s grief, carrying within their bodies the 
prayers of their people for redemption and hope.

However, when Simeon meets the answer to his prayers 
face-to-face, the Spirit expands his vision from a hope merely 
for his own people to a confident hope for the entire world. 
The child Simeon sees will reveal God to the nations; he will 
be a light to the Gentiles too. He will save those who are both 
near and far, he will reveal himself to both Sarah and Hagar’s 
children, his beacon of hope will shine for everyone. Simeon 
is waiting for the hope of Israel, but he ends up meeting the 
hope of the world. Jesus, the one whose very name means 
“salvation,” is the hope for everyone. 

Anna is also waiting in the temple for the hope of God’s 
salvation. She has lived in the temple for decades after her 
husband’s death, spending her days in worship, fasting, and 
prayer. One day, at eighty-four years old, she sees the baby in 
Mary’s arms and instantly finds herself praising God; the one 
she has been waiting for has finally come! She has lived her 
life in God’s presence, but now in her old age she has received 
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the honor of witnessing the fulfillment of God’s promise to 
her people.

God doesn’t forget the widow who lives her life in worship. 
He comes for her and meets her face-to-face.

God doesn’t forget the man who waits for Israel’s salvation. 
He leads him to just the right place on just the right day to see 
the light of the world.

The one who remembered them won’t forget us, either. We 
want to see Jesus too.

We want to recognize his appearing here, in the intricacies 
of our lives. We want to see where the Spirit will take us, 
where we will just happen to be at just the right time because 
the whispers of God led us there. We want to recognize the 
daily glories that are prepared for us, the salvation that lights 
up our lives, the God who is here with us and is also coming 
for us again.

We can wait, as Henri Nouwen writes, because we “have 
received a promise that [allows us] to wait.”13

When he was preparing for the cross, Jesus comforted his 
disciples, saying: 

My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, 
would I have told you that I am going there to prepare 
a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, 
I will come back and take you to be with me that you 
also may be where I am (John 14:2–3 NIV).

13. Henri Nouwen quoted in Watch for the Night: Readings for Advent and 
Christmas (Walden, NY: Plough Publishing House, 2001), 30.
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The one who came to Anna and Simeon so long ago also 
promises to come to you and me.

The face that they saw we, too, will see.
God will always come for his waiting ones.
Let us wait in expectation for the Lord’s appearing.
God is here.

The Prayer
God, may I recognize your presence with me today while 

I wait.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• In what areas of your life are you waiting during this season?
• How do you need the Lord to renew your strength as you wait?
• Was there a time in your life when the Spirit led you to just 

the right place at just the right time? What happened? Give 
God thanks for his faithfulness in your life.

The God of the 
Impossible

LUKE 1:5–25 | When Herod was king of Judea, there was a 
Jewish priest named Zechariah. He was a member of the priestly 
order of Abijah, and his wife, Elizabeth, was also from the 
priestly line of Aaron. Zechariah and Elizabeth were righteous 

18
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in God’s eyes, careful to obey all of the Lord’s commandments 
and regulations. They had no children because Elizabeth was 
unable to conceive, and they were both very old.

One day Zechariah was serving God in the Temple, for his order 
was on duty that week. As was the custom of the priests, he 
was chosen by lot to enter the sanctuary of the Lord and burn 
incense. While the incense was being burned, a great crowd 
stood outside, praying. 

While Zechariah was in the sanctuary, an angel of the Lord 
appeared to him, standing to the right of the incense altar. 
Zechariah was shaken and overwhelmed with fear when he 
saw him. But the angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah! God 
has heard your prayer. Your wife, Elizabeth, will give you a 
son, and you are to name him John. You will have great joy and 
gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great 
in the eyes of the Lord. He must never touch wine or other alco-
holic drinks. He will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even before 
his birth. And he will turn many Israelites to the Lord their God. 
He will be a man with the spirit and power of Elijah. He will 
prepare the people for the coming of the Lord. He will turn the 
hearts of the fathers to their children, and he will cause those 
who are rebellious to accept the wisdom of the godly.”

Zechariah said to the angel, “How can I be sure this will happen? 
I’m an old man now, and my wife is also well along in years.”

Then the angel said, “I am Gabriel! I stand in the very presence 
of God. It was he who sent me to bring you this good news! 
But now, since you didn’t believe what I said, you will be silent 
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and unable to speak until the child is born. For my words will 
certainly be fulfilled at the proper time.”

Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah to come out 
of the sanctuary, wondering why he was taking so long. When 
he finally did come out, he couldn’t speak to them. Then they 
realized from his gestures and his silence that he must have 
seen a vision in the sanctuary.

When Zechariah’s week of service in the Temple was over, he 
returned home. Soon afterward his wife, Elizabeth, became 
pregnant and went into seclusion for five months. “How kind 
the Lord is!” she exclaimed. “He has taken away my disgrace 
of having no children.”

Consider This
Zechariah’s prayers had grown old.
There had been a time when he and his wife, Elizabeth, had 

pleaded with God for a child. But the Almighty One seemed 
not to hear their prayers. Their friends began having children, 
little girls and boys, filling their homes with laughter, noisy 
arguments, and bedtime prayers.

Meanwhile, Zechariah and Elizabeth’s home remained silent.
Over time, their friends’ children began having children, 

and hope for an answer to their prayers faded into history.
We can relate to Zechariah and Elizabeth.
We, too, have prayers that have grown old.
But God holds our prayers for us even when we no longer 

have the heart to pray them ourselves.
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I remember that by the time I was twenty-five, I had already 
given up on my dreams. At the time I truly felt that there were 
some things I could just no longer hope for. I had dreamed of 
being a Christian singer, songwriter, worship leader, writer, 
and speaker since I was a teenager. Closed doors, my own 
insecurities, and the demands of reality shifted me from that 
dream. By the time I was twenty-five, I was working as a high 
school English teacher, living a vastly different version of my 
life than I had originally planned.

Eventually, I quit teaching and entered a year of job 
searching. During that year, I took a trip with a mentor and 
told her about my vocational struggle. She asked if I had ever 
thought about seminary. I laughed and said yes, but I didn’t 
know what kind of employment that could lead me to—
and at the time, I was really desperate for employment. She 
encouraged me that if this was a way for me, that somehow 
God would provide.

I still remember the excitement that I felt that day.
I remember saying in my heart to God, “Really? You mean, 

these dreams might still be possible?”
My friend Taylor King says that our prayers don’t have a 

shelf life.
We never know what God might do in our lives.
When the angel told Zechariah that he would have a son, 

his first response was skepticism and outright disbelief. He 
knew that the frailty of his body and Elizabeth’s age made 
pregnancy impossible. And yet here was an angel, telling 
Zechariah that this impossibility was now a certainty.
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As the pastor of recovery at my church says, “If there is life, 
there is hope.”

There is hope for us, even when our prayers have grown old.
The day may come when something that we thought was 

impossible is actually happening.
In the meantime, our ultimate hope is not in how our 

prayers are answered, but in the God who is close enough to 
hear the pleas of our hearts.

We can still hope, not because Zechariah and Elizabeth 
finally did have a child, but because there is a God who saw 
them in their humanness, in their frailty, and in their pain. 
We can still hope because this God who was with them in the 
midst of all the details of their lives is also with us in ours.

The hope that this God offers us is a hope that cannot die. It 
is a hope of life beyond the grave, of suffering turned into irre-
pressible joy, of deserts becoming gardens, of families being 
reunited, of a resurrected world full of impossible possibili-
ties, of a place at the family table in the banquet hall of God.

We can live this life, with all of its uncertainties and 
sorrows, from the place of this eternal hope.

The God of the impossible is here, and in his life, there is 
always hope.

God is here.

The Prayer
God of the impossible, please stir within me a fresh wind 

of hope today.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.
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The Questions
• What are the prayers in your life that have grown old? 

What are the prayers that you’ve given up on, that you’ve 
even stopped praying?

• How do you react to the idea that God holds your prayers for 
you, even when you’ve forgotten them or given up on them?

• In God’s life, there is always hope. Where do you need 
God’s hope today?

Favored One
LUKE 1:26–33 | In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, 
God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a village in Galilee, to 
a virgin named Mary. She was engaged to be married to a man 
named Joseph, a descendant of King David. Gabriel appeared 
to her and said, “Greetings, favored woman! The Lord is 
with you!”

Confused and disturbed, Mary tried to think what the angel 
could mean. “Don’t be afraid, Mary,” the angel told her, “for 
you have found favor with God! You will conceive and give 
birth to a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be very 
great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord 
God will give him the throne of his ancestor David. And he will 
reign over Israel forever; his Kingdom will never end!”

19
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Consider This
God was coming to earth and the first person he told about 

it was a teenage girl.
The major movements of our faith have always begun with 

God revealing himself to one person. We see this pattern in 
the stories of Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and David. As God 
prepared to enter into the world himself, he again began with 
one person. However, this time he chose not to reach out to a 
tribal leader, or to a person with influence in the government, 
or to a future king.

For this most important and final revelation of himself, he 
entered into the life of a young, inexperienced, country girl.

Throughout Israel’s history, people had been called “friends 
of God” and “children of God”; Israel had been described as 
the “bride of God.”

But no one had ever been invited to become the mother of 
God until Mary.

The Christ who sits at the right hand of God today is still 
Mary’s son.

Jesus looks like Mary. He still carries her DNA. He walks like 
her ancestors.

And because Jesus resembles her, he also resembles us.
Because Mary shared her humanity with Jesus, we now 

have a divine advocate in heaven who knows what it’s like to 
be human and who can empathize with everything that we 
face. Andrew Louth writes, Mary is the one who “gave God 
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her humanity, so that he could become human, become one 
of us.”14

This is the gift Mary gave to us. She gave her life, her blood, 
her family, so that Christ might give the world his life, his 
blood, and his family. The great meeting of the human and 
the divine took place in Mary’s womb, and we are all forever 
changed because of her.

Funny story, I remember being jealous of Mary when I was 
a young teenager. I was jealous of the special relationship 
that she had with Jesus. I remember thinking how holy she 
must have been since she was chosen to be Jesus’ mom. 
Acutely aware of just how unholy I was, I felt ashamed that I 
wasn’t more like her. 

What I didn’t understand was that Mary was a regular 
teenage girl, just like me.

Mary also needed Jesus to be her Savior. 
Even Mary needed grace.
In fact, her story is a word of good news to all of us.
In Mary we see that it’s possible for a normal human being 

to bear God.
Today, the same grace that Mary received is bestowed upon 

you and me through Mary’s son.
Greetings, favored one. The Lord is with you.
These words weren’t only meant for Mary. 
They are also spoken to us.

14. Andrew Louth, Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2013), 118.
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Look at yourself in the mirror. See yourself as the fully 
human person that you are.

Hear these words coming straight from the angel of the 
Lord to you as you’re in your pajamas or your work clothes or 
your Sunday best. Hear them as you’re getting ready for bed 
or rushing out the door into a new day. Hear them as you’re 
rejoicing and hear them as you weep. 

Greetings, favored one. The Lord is with you.
Mary received the favor of God in her life by sheer grace 

and so do we.
Jesus reigns at the right hand of God with a face that resem-

bles Mary’s. But he also walks this earth by his Spirit with a 
face that resembles yours and mine.

He is glad to reveal himself through our lives, through our 
families, through our humanity.

In this world, you and I are the face of God.
Having received this privilege, we truly are favored ones.
May we receive these words for ourselves today.
May we rejoice in these words as they are spoken to us 

today:
Greetings, favored one. The Lord is with you.
God is here.

The Prayer
God of goodness and light, help me to receive your gracious 

favor over my life today.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.
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The Questions
• Do you easily receive the truth that you are favored by 

God, or is it difficult for you to see yourself that way? 
• How might you more fully receive God’s favor upon 

you today? 
• Who might need you to speak a word of favor over them 

this week? Even if you just speak it in your heart?

Costly Consent
LUKE 1:26–38 | In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s preg-
nancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a village 
in Galilee to a virgin named Mary. She was engaged to be 
married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of King David. 
Gabriel appeared to her and said, “Greetings, favored woman! 
The Lord is with you!”

Confused and disturbed, Mary tried to think what the angel 
could mean. “Don’t be afraid, Mary,” the angel told her, “for 
you have found favor with God! You will conceive and give 
birth to a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be very 
great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord 
God will give him the throne of his ancestor David. And he will 
reign over Israel forever; his Kingdom will never end!”

Mary asked the angel, “But how can this happen? I am a virgin.”

20
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The angel replied, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and 
the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the baby 
to be born will be holy, and he will be called the Son of God. 
What’s more, your relative Elizabeth has become pregnant in 
her old age! People used to say she was barren, but she has 
conceived a son and is now in her sixth month. For the word 
of God will never fail.”

Mary responded, “I am the Lord’s servant. May everything you 
have said about me come true.” And then the angel left her.

Consider This
I’ve often thought of my relationship with God as a series 

of yeses.
Reflecting on my life, I’ve found that there wasn’t just one 

moment when I said yes to God. Rather, there have been 
many yeses, some big and most seemingly small, that have 
all built up together into one resounding yes to God’s move-
ment in my life.

I think it was probably the same for Mary. Our scripture for 
today highlights a moment when she gave a big yes to God, 
but this one yes was most likely the result of many other small 
yeses that came earlier in her life. We definitely know that this 
was not the last yes that she would offer to God. Mary’s yes 
would resound throughout her entire life, leading her all the 
way to the cross, where she would witness her son live out the 
culmination of his yes to the Father. And after everything was 
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finished, she would care for his broken body, saying yes to her 
life as the mother of God even after his death.

Mary’s teenage yes to the angel of the Lord in the little town 
of Nazareth was a costly consent.

She didn’t know how Joseph would handle the news about 
his virgin bride. She could have been stoned for her ille-
gitimate pregnancy. Her life would be forever hounded by 
rumors and questions surrounding Jesus’ birth. She would 
have to be silent through it all, holding everything close to her 
heart, trusting that the source of her shame would someday 
become her people’s salvation.

The Roman Catholic Church has a word for Mary’s yes. It is 
the Latin word fiat, which means, “let it be done to me.”

Fiat is a word of complete surrender.
It’s a costly word, but it is also a word that is pregnant with 

possibilities.
Jesus was born out of Mary’s fiat, out of her yes, out of her 

let it be done.
We often think of Jesus’ faithfulness to God as coming from 

his divinity. But what if his obedience to the Father was also 
kindled within him by the example of his mother, Mary?

Jesus gave his own fiat, his own costly consent, his own 
let it be done to God as he wrestled with his coming cruci-
fixion in the garden of Gethsemane. Even in this final step of 
surrender, he followed in the footsteps of his mother.

Mary’s fiat cost her everything, but it also transformed her 
into the mother of God and into a mother of faith for us all. 
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Her costly consent set a standard of faith for all who would 
come after her, even for Jesus himself.

God allows his kingdom work to depend on the fiat, the 
consent, the yes of his people. The Father does not force his 
way upon us. Instead, he waits for us to choose whether or 
not we want to give our fiat to the movement of his Spirit 
within us and through us.

The invitation as we near the end of Advent is to renew 
our consent.

Every day is a new opportunity to give our fiat, our yes, to 
the Lord.

Our fiat will cost us, but it will also gift us with abundance.
We will be led to the cross, but we will also walk out of 

the grave.
We will find ourselves empty, but only to be filled with all 

the glory of God.
May we choose to respond to the Spirit today with the words 

of Mary, the mother of our faith: “I am the Lord’s servant. May 
everything you have said about me come true.”

God is here.

The Prayer
Holy God, may I offer you my yes in the little moments of 

my day. May all my small yeses become one large yes of my 
life to you.

Spirit of God, breathe upon me.
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The Questions
• What have been some of the major yeses you’ve said to 

God in your life?
• What are some of the small yeses that you say to God 

in your normal days? I invite you to receive God’s 
delight over you in your yes to him, no matter how 
seemingly small.

• Is there a costly consent you have been withholding from 
God in your life? Ask the Spirit to help you give consent 
to his movement in your life, no matter what it may 
cost you.

The Visitation
LUKE 1:39–45 | A few days later Mary hurried to the hill 
country of Judea, to the town where Zechariah lived. She 
entered the house and greeted Elizabeth. At the sound of Mary’s 
greeting, Elizabeth’s child leaped within her, and Elizabeth was 
filled with the Holy Spirit.

Elizabeth gave a glad cry and exclaimed to Mary, “God has 
blessed you above all women, and your child is blessed. Why 
am I so honored, that the mother of my Lord should visit me? 
When I heard your greeting, the baby in my womb jumped for 
joy. You are blessed because you believed that the Lord would 
do what he said.”

21



GoD is Here

85

Consider This
I can imagine Elizabeth cooking in the kitchen when Mary 

comes to visit. Mary walks over the threshold of the front 
door, winded from the last hurried leg of her trip. She walks 
into the house uninvited, as family members do, yelling out 
a greeting to her elder cousin.

At the sound of Mary’s voice, Elizabeth is filled with a rush 
of wonder and delight. Insight comes to her in a flash; she 
feels her baby kick within her womb; her heart begins to race 
with excitement. Before her mind can even form the words, 
she declares, God has blessed you above all women, and your 
child is blessed. Why am I so honored, that the mother of my 
Lord should visit me? 

Mary needs to hear these words. She needs a human 
voice, a woman’s voice, an elder’s voice to affirm the work 
of God in her life and to declare the validity of her experi-
ence. She needs someone who lives in the same world that 
she lives in, who fully understands what this pregnancy 
will cost her, to recognize the guiding hand of the Spirit in 
it all, and in spite of everything, to enthusiastically declare 
her blessed. 

We all need to hear someone declare us blessed, especially 
in challenging seasons.

While I was struggling to discern my vocation to ministry, 
I happened to meet an older lady at a conference who was 
a missionary. I was in a low place and needed an elder, a 
woman, a minister, to bless me. My new missionary friend 
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gave me that blessing when I desperately needed it, and her 
validation of my experience meant so much to me.

Elizabeth’s blessing transforms Mary. In one moment of 
affirmation, Mary goes from being an inexperienced girl 
to a confident young woman, a bold warrior of justice, a 
Spirit-filled announcer of the coming kingdom of God.15 
The encouragement of her elder and friend inspires Mary to 
release a song of praise, a hymn that she was born to sing, 
which we will consider tomorrow.

This is what the church is supposed to look like: believers 
encouraging each other in our callings, listening to the Spirit 
for one another, being on the lookout for God’s work within 
each other.

Elizabeth and Mary’s joyous celebration was the first 
gathering of the church. These two new mothers were the 
first believers in Jesus. The worship that they offered to God 
included the first human acts of reverence for the one who 
would one day be known as Jesus Christ the Lord. 

The same Spirit who united these two female pillars of the 
church still unites us today.

Christ promises to be with us when two or more of us 
gather together in his name (Matt. 18:20). 

The promise isn’t for one individual alone, but for the 
church united, together, as one body. 

We need each other, just as Mary needed Elizabeth that day.

15. See Elizabeth Johnson, “Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary,” US Catholic, http://www 
.uscatholic.org/print/23341. Last accessed January 24, 2020.

http://www.uscatholic.org/print/23341
http://www.uscatholic.org/print/23341
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God is here, but there are aspects of God that I will never 
experience until I encounter them in you. 

God is here, but there are whispers of his Spirit that you will 
never recognize until someone else points them out to you.

God is here, but I need to see him in your face, I need 
to hear him in your voice, I need him to embrace me with 
your arms.

As we celebrate the visitation of God to earth, and as we 
wait for him to visit us again, let us allow him to visit us in 
each other.

He visits you in me. 
He visits me in you.
May we welcome the visitation of our Lord. 
God is here.

The Prayer
Precious Holy Spirit, may I recognize you in the face of 

others today, and may others recognize you in me.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• When has someone’s blessing made a difference in your life?
• Who might you offer a blessing to this month, this week, 

or today? 
• Who are the people in your life who Jesus often moves 

through to visit you? Thank God for these friends and/or 
family in your life.
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The Gospel We  
Need to Hear

LUKE 1:46–55 | Mary responded,

“Oh, how my soul praises the Lord.
 How my spirit rejoices in God my Savior!
For he took notice of his lowly servant girl,
 and from now on all generations will call me blessed.
For the Mighty One is holy,
 and he has done great things for me.
He shows mercy from generation to generation
 to all who fear him.
His mighty arm has done tremendous things!
 He has scattered the proud and haughty ones.
He has brought down princes from their thrones
 and exalted the humble.
He has filled the hungry with good things
 and sent the rich away with empty hands.
He has helped his servant Israel
 and remembered to be merciful.
For he made this promise to our ancestors,
 to Abraham and his children forever.”

Consider This
When we think of Mary, a picture of a mother smiling at 

her newborn child may come to our minds. Or perhaps our 
thoughts go to a plastic figurine of the young virgin that we 

22
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display on our mantels or in our front yards. More realistically, 
we might think of the young girl who believed in a miracle, 
the child who birthed a King, the woman who became her 
son’s disciple after he was resurrected from the dead. 

Some of these descriptions are truer to life than others, 
but they all lack a critical part of Mary’s identity that we can 
easily miss in our nativity plays and Christmas Eve services 
and holiday carols. 

Mary wasn’t just the mother of Jesus. She was also a 
prophetic herald of the coming kingdom of heaven, a “spokes-
woman for God’s redemptive justice,”16 and a bold preacher of 
the gospel.

In her famous song, titled the Magnificat, Mary reveals 
herself to be a fierce, authoritative advocate for the poor. She 
takes her place in the long line of prophets who call God’s 
people to repentance for their mistreatment of the vulnerable 
and who prophesy that a righteous Judge will one day arise to 
bring justice on the earth.

Mary’s son is that Righteous Judge, and she knows it. 
The words of her Magnificat are an outright threat to those 

who oppress others. Her song of praise is so subversive that 
it has been outlawed by certain governments throughout 
history because of its potential to incite people into rebellion 
against powers that subjugate them.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the Christian martyr in Nazi Germany, 
described Mary’s radical song this way:

16. See http://www.uscatholic.org/print/23341.

http://www.uscatholic.org/print/23341
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The song of Mary’s is the oldest Advent hymn. It is the 
most passionate, most vehement, one might almost 
say, most revolutionary Advent hymn ever sung. It is 
. . . the passionate, powerful, proud, enthusiastic Mary, 
who speaks here. None of the sweet, sugary, or childish 
tones that we find so often in our Christmas hymns, 
but a hard, strong, uncompromising song of bringing 
down rulers from their thrones and humbling the lords 
of this world . . .17

In this momentous canticle of justice, which still effectively 
undermines evil in our world today, Mary proclaims, as N. T. 
Wright says, the “gospel before the gospel.”18 In doing so, she 
becomes the first to preach the good news, which her son will 
come to embody and proclaim.

This is the gospel of God’s victory over every evil structure 
and power in this world. This is the gospel of good news for 
the poor, of liberation for the captives, of sight for the blind, 
of freedom for the oppressed, of the lowly lifted high, and the 
haughty brought low. 

This is the gospel that you and I need to hear, over and 
over again.

We need it to ring in our ears, in our hearts, in our souls.
God does not forget his promises.

17. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ed. and trans. Edwin Robertson, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 
Christmas Sermons (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), December 17.
18. N. T. Wright, Luke for Everyone (The New Testament for Everyone) (Louisville, 
KY: The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, London, and Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2004), 14.
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He does not leave justice undone. 
He will humble the proud and give grace to the humble.
He will remember the lowly and topple oppressive powers 

to the ground.
His kingdom has come and is coming into all the corners of 

this earth, even now, today. 
You and I are invited to co-labor in this kingdom, to say 

yes to the work he has given us to do, and to join him in his 
divine no to all evil attempts to steal, kill, and destroy.

Wherever there is grief, wherever there is wrong, wherever 
we still groan to see God’s kingdom reign in fullness, Mary’s 
hymn of solidarity and praise assures us that God will not fail 
to accomplish his salvation through her son. 

Mary’s song is the gospel that we need to hear. 
God is here.

The Prayer
Lord Jesus, may I be open to the gospel that I need to 

hear today.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• What are the promises of God that you need the Spirit to 

help you remember today?
• How might you co-labor with God in your area to usher in 

his good kingdom there?
• In what areas of your life are you thankful for God’s salva-

tion today? Thank him for his kindness to you in your spirit.
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Prepare Him Room
LUKE 2:1–7 NIV | In those days Caesar Augustus issued 
a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman 
world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius 
was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to their own town 
to register.

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to 
Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged 
to the house and line of David. He went there to register with 
Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting 
a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be 
born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped 
him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was 
no guest room available for them.

Consider This
Jesus first came to us in the midst of a crowded place 

and time.
The streets were filled with travelers and families and 

laborers and soldiers. There were meals to prepare and 
accommodations to be made. People were rushed and tired 
and frustrated . . . and hungry. Sound familiar?

There was no room for God when he first appeared in 
human skin.

The crowd didn’t recognize him. 

23
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He was merely one more baby, one more body in the mass 
of all the people gathered together, trying to survive. 

As you have journeyed through this month, perhaps you, 
too, have found yourself burdened by travel, by plan-making 
and plan-keeping, cooking and cleaning, family gatherings 
and work parties and all the festive burdens of the Christmas 
season. Or maybe your home has been all too quiet; perhaps 
the silence of your grief or loss or loneliness has been 
deafening. Perhaps you have looked for ways to escape 
and distract yourself from the desert place that currently 
surrounds you. 

We all know that Christmas is supposed to be this time of 
joy and celebration, and yet it can often become more like a 
tornado or a drought that we have to survive. 

Just as Jesus came in the midst of all the messy human-
ness of life two thousand years ago, he is still able to enter 
into our lives today, no matter what is filling—or noticeably 
not filling—our rooms and homes. Our God makes himself 
accessible to us in Jesus; he draws near to us so that we can 
draw near to him. He joins us in the tornado and the drought, 
in the frustrating busyness and in the painful silence. He 
shines his glory upon us, even in the midst of whatever is 
crowding our hearts, even when the only shelter we can offer 
him is an animal stall. 

Remember after Jesus’ resurrection when he appeared 
especially to Thomas? Jesus invited him to touch the scars 
on his hands and on his side. He met Thomas where he was 
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and revealed his glory to him, even in the midst of his ques-
tioning and doubt.

In the Old Testament, remember when God met Elijah in 
the desert? Elijah was exhausted and wanted to die, but God 
didn’t rebuke Elijah in his weakness. Instead, he sent an angel 
to feed him and take care of him. He tended to his body and 
allowed Elijah to rest. 

Thomas had difficulties believing God; Elijah was tired 
of serving God. Neither of them were really ready for God 
when he appeared. But God came anyway. God always comes 
anyway, even when we’re too busy or too depressed to notice. 

But, we want to notice. 
We want to prepare for him. 
We want to make room for him in our lives.
We want to walk out from the noisy, crowded inn and find 

our way through the dark to the stable where the air is quiet 
except for the whimpering of our God-with-us. 

We want to recognize his presence here, in this moment, in 
this place, even now. 

We hear the Christmas carol “Joy to the World” playing in 
our cars and in our homes, and its words, “Let every heart 
prepare him room,” resonate deeply within us.

So how do we prepare him room in our hearts today?
I don’t think that’s something that I can answer for you. 
Instead, I think it’s a question for you to ask God yourself. 
Perhaps the first step of preparing him room is inviting him 

to show you how.
God is here.
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The Prayer
God who is here, in my busyness, in my weakness, by your 

Spirit help me to recognize your presence. Teach me how to 
prepare room in my heart for you in the coming days.

Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Questions
• What busyness of the season is becoming burden-

some to you as we near Christmas? Where are you tired, 
exhausted, frustrated? Bring these experiences and feel-
ings to Jesus.

• How might you prepare room in your heart for God today? 
Ask God and see how you might be led to make room for 
him in your life in new ways.

God Is Here
LUKE 2:8–20 NIV | And there were shepherds living out in 
the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An 
angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord 
shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said 
to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will 
cause great joy for all the people. Today in the town of David a 
Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. This 
will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths 
and lying in a manger.”

24
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Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with 
the angel, praising God and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest heaven,
 and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.”

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shep-
herds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this 
thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.”

So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, 
who was lying in the manger. When they had seen him, they 
spread the word concerning what had been told them about 
this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shep-
herds said to them. But Mary treasured up all these things and 
pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glori-
fying and praising God for all the things they had heard and 
seen, which were just as they had been told.

Consider This
This is the moment we’ve been waiting for throughout our 

Advent journey. 
This is the moment that changes everything. 
It’s finally here; it’s finally now.
All of creation has waited for this moment. The mountains 

and the oceans and the animals and the trees have long been 
looking for the Creator, longing to see him enter the world 
that he spoke into being, to redeem it from the inside out. 
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Every barren place, every war-torn village, every mistreated 
daughter, every starving child has also been longing for him to 
come. Ever since there was such a thing as death and murder 
and injustice, the cries have gone up from the ground for the 
Holy One to come and breathe healing upon our desolate soil. 

And now, suddenly, we are here. 
We have come to the moment that all eyes have been 

straining to see. 
In this moment, in this Christ-child, the favor of God rests 

like a warm blanket upon our weary world. 
He’s just a little baby; he’s just a yawning, hungry child. 
And yet, at the same time, he is the hope of all the nations, 

he is the healer of the leper and of everyone who is diseased, 
he is the Beloved who shares the love of his Father with you 
and me, he is the reason for our joy, he is the hope in our 
suffering, he is our promise as we wait, he is our Savior, born 
to us.

He is our God, and in him, our God is here.
Everything that I’ve been sharing this month about God 

being with us, about our identities as the beloved, about our 
being filled with all the fullness of God . . . it is all possible 
and it is all true because of this moment that we quietly and 
reverently approach today. 

The scene of the mother and child instinctively brings a 
hush upon our spirits. 

We walk into the stable with the shepherds, softly and care-
fully, finding a place to kneel near the baby in the manger. 



Casey PaGe CulBretH

98

His hands are held in tiny fists, his eyes awake and wide. 
We lean over the manger with all of creation and gaze at 

the one we have been waiting for.
He truly does look just like one of us.
He is one of us.
But the knowledge that he is not just one of us confounds 

our understanding. 
That God would allow himself to be here, as this vulnerable 

child . . . how can we possibly grasp this mystery? 
We look up at Mary and share a knowing smile of wordless 

gratitude and awe.
We know that this is a moment to cry, Holy, holy, holy, 

and yet we are too overwhelmed to speak, we are too over-
whelmed to praise. 

Here is the face of God, resting in the manger of our world, 
having come so far to answer our prayers, having stooped so 
low to respond to our cries. 

We no longer need to fear. 
We no longer need to hide in the dark.
A word is spoken over our lives today that will reverberate 

throughout the centuries into the future, all the way into 
distant eternity.

It is the word of God’s favor, God’s blessing, God’s love.
This Word is the God-child Jesus. He is the Word of favor 

spoken over us, the blessing that rests upon our lives, the Let 
there be light that recreates us gloriously anew. 

May you know in the depths of your soul that this Word, 
this child, this God comes for you today. 
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He comes to receive your brokenness as his own.
He comes to bless you as the beloved of the Father.
He comes to show you the face of God.
Unto us a child is born.
God is here.

The Prayer
Jesus, be born in me today.
May I see you as come for me.
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.

The Question
• How do you need to encounter the Christ-child today?

The Great Gift
REVELATION 21:1–5 | Then I saw a new heaven and a new 
earth, for the old heaven and the old earth had disappeared. 
And the sea was also gone. And I saw the holy city, the new 
Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven like a bride 
beautifully dressed for her husband.

I heard a loud shout from the throne, saying, “Look, God’s home 
is now among his people! He will live with them, and they will 
be his people. God himself will be with them. He will wipe 
every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or 
sorrow or crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.”

25
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And the one sitting on the throne said, “Look, I am making 
everything new!” And then he said to me, “Write this down, 
for what I tell you is trustworthy and true.”

Consider This

Joy to the world, the Lord is come!
Let earth receive her King;
Let every heart prepare Him room,
And Heaven and nature sing,
And Heaven and nature sing,
And Heaven, and Heaven, and nature sing.19

Oh, it’s Christmas morning! Merry Christmas!
I remember not being able to sleep on Christmas Eve when 

I was little because I was so full of excitement for the coming 
morning. I couldn’t wait to see what Santa had left me under 
the tree and to drink hot chocolate while I opened my presents!

The thrill that children have on Christmas morning is 
actually a beautiful hint of the joy and unrestrained excite-
ment that we all will have when our Great Gift, God himself, 
comes to make his home with us completely, extravagantly, 
and ultimately.

God first came to us in the birth of a little baby; in his 
second coming, the whole world, the whole universe, will be 
born again!

N. T. Wright describes the ultimate new birth this way: 
“What God did in Jesus, coming to an unknowing world and 

19. Isaac Watts, “Joy to the world! the Lord is come!,” 1709, public domain.
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an unwelcoming people, he is doing on a cosmic scale. He 
is coming to live, for ever, in our midst, a healing, comforting, 
celebrating presence.”20

God-dwelling-with-humanity is the beginning and the end, 
the purpose and the goal of the entire testimony of Scripture.

This is what we were made for: to live eternally in a face-
to-face encounter with the living God! 

Jesus reflects the heart of the Father as he prays his final 
prayer before he is arrested and crucified. He prays for his 
disciples, saying, “Father, I want these whom you have given 
me to be with me where I am” (John 17:24).

Father, I want them to be with me where I am.
God’s heart beats to be with his people.
God’s heart beats to be with us.
God’s heart beats to be with you.
But that’s not all.
When heaven and earth are reborn, everything that has 

caused destruction or pain or death will disappear.
The third verse of the song “Joy to the World” says it perfectly:

No more let sins and sorrows grow,
Nor thorns infest the ground;
He comes to make His blessings flow
Far as the curse is found,
Far as the curse is found,
Far as, far as, the curse is found.21

20. N. T. Wright, Revelation for Everyone (The New Testament for Everyone) 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 188, italics added.
21. Isaac Watts, “Joy to the world! the Lord is come!,” 1709, public domain.
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Every place of curse, sorrow, and sin will be flooded with 
the newness of God. No evil thing will be able to stay standing 
when the flood of God’s presence resides fully on the earth. 

We’ve got a lot of reasons to be excited today!
Did you know that “Joy to the World” is not actually about 

the birth of Jesus, but is about his second coming? The last 
verse makes it obvious:

He rules the world with truth and grace,
And makes the nations prove
The glories of His righteousness,
And wonders of His love,
And wonders of His love,
And wonders, wonders, of His love.22

The one who spoke creation into existence will speak to the 
nations of the world. His word will cause every evil empire to 
fall, and all the people who have lived under oppression and 
tyranny will be liberated forever by the wonders of our Lord 
Jesus’ love!

Oh, this is good news for us, friends!
Our God is coming for us! 
Let’s allow ourselves to feel the excitement of little children 

today.
A wonderful gift is on its way!
God is preparing for a big move; he’s getting ready to make 

the earth his home.

22. Isaac Watts, “Joy to the world! the Lord is come!,” 1709, public domain.
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As we celebrate the birth of our Savior today, we can be 
sure that the fullness of the promise is coming:

For a child is born to us,
 a son is given to us.
The government will rest on his shoulders.
 And he will be called:
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
 Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
His government and its peace
 will never end.
He will rule with fairness and justice from the throne of 

his ancestor David
 for all eternity.
The passionate commitment of the Lord of Heaven’s 

Armies
 will make this happen!
(Isa. 9:6–7)

God is here.

The Prayer
Jesus, thank you for the wonderful gift of your presence. 
I rejoice in the wonders of your love, my Savior.
Come, Lord Jesus, Come!
Spirit of God, breathe upon me.
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The Questions
• How do you desire to encounter the God who dwells with 

you today? 
• What are you most looking forward to when God fully 

dwells on earth, when all things are made new?
• What is one thing God has taught you during this Advent 

season that you want to keep close to your heart?
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