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The Southeastern Synod is made up of 160 congregations and new starts across Alabama, Georgia, Mississip-
pi, and Tennessee.  As one of 65 synods in the ELCA, we are called to be the hands and feet of Jesus in the 
communities that we serve.  Together we extend our ministry and our reach around the country and around 
the world.   

A synod is not just the synod office and its staff which is co-located with St. John's Lutheran Church in Atlanta, 
GA.  The Southeastern Synod is everyone in all of our congregations.  We embrace what ELCA Presiding Bish-
op Elizabeth Eaton has said about who we are:  We are church.  We are Lutheran.  We are church togeth-
er.  We are church for the sake of the world. 

The Southeastern Synod's highest legislative body is its annual Synod Assembly.  Between assemblies it is 
governed by the Synod Council.  The synod is served by Bishop Kevin L. Strickland and a synod staff. 

Beyond the work of these bodies and the synod staff, our ministry is carried out by numerous 
committees and task forces and in cooperation with our many ministry partners.  We are grateful for our min-
istry partnerships and for the countless volunteers who share their time and their resources.   
We could not be church without deep relationships.  
 
Our shared ministry is funded through mission support (also referred to as benevolence).  Mission support is 
received in the synod office from our congregations.  As a partner in the ELCA, we share 50% of mission sup-
port receipts with the ELCA to fund ministries that we could never do alone.  Learn more about mission sup-
port here.   

As the symbol on our homepage indicates, we are proud to be a Reconciling in Christ Synod. 

Bishop Kevin Strickland 

Cover Art by Seminarian Jennifer Roberts 

And artwork on pages 7,15, 29, 30, & 44 

Artwork on page 23 by Krista Hamrick  

Used with Permission 
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Jeremiah 33:14-16 

This time of year is always difficult for me. As the days get shorter, I find myself leaving home in the dark and 

not returning until after dark. The darkness begins to seep into my body and mind and I feel the darkness in 

my bones. Perhaps you too experience the same. Jeremiah the prophet is speaking to people who know 

darkness. They are in exile in Babylon. Jeremiah brings them words of hope. Don’t give up! The days are 

surely coming. I know that the times are bleak and things look desperate, but God is faithful and will send 

someone to save the people. So, despite how things look, have hope. God will provide salvation, justice and 

righteousness. These words brought hope to the people and these words do the same for us. Hear the bold 

proclamation of Jeremiah: the days are surely coming! Yes indeed, the days are surely coming where there is 

restoration and salvation. The days are surely coming when justice and righteousness will prevail. Jesus is 

coming. Coming to us.  

 

Prayer 

Lord, you have promised that you will come. Give us strength for the journey and fill us with hope and faith in 

you. Amen.  

 

Pastor Carolyn Hayford 
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2 Peter 3:1-18 

"Dear God, grant me patience and please hurry in doing so!" This is one of my favorite sayings I heard so 

many years ago. In a humorous way, it shows the irony of how we all long for patience and peace, yet we 

would like it right now! Advent is a time to focus on and work at patience. Throughout this season we are 

called to wait, wait upon the coming of the Lord at Christmas and at the end of all time. Like God's people so 

many years ago, we wait for the ultimate deliverance from the pain and suffering of this life to a new life 

filled with the presence of God. We grow in faithfulness and hope, trusting God's promise of a new day. In 

our reading from 2 Peter for this day, we hear of patience being asked by the early Church as they wait upon 

the return of the Lord. Jesus' return has not come as quickly as they expected, and they are beginning to 

grow impatient. Some are even leaving the Church to follow others (scoffers) who provide a more immediate 

and pleasing alternative for life. Yet, the writer implores this community to remain faithful and steadfast as 

God will be faithful to God's promise of a new day and new life. Those who are patient and faithful will know 

Christ's presence and grow into the fullness of life in Christ. Would you consider yourself a patient person? 

Why or why not? This Advent season provides us the opportunity to practice patience as we seek to live in 

holiness and godliness as we await the coming of our Lord at Christmas and the end of all time. Amidst an 

ongoing pandemic and ongoing uncertainty, we seek to look to the One who can give us strength and peace 

as we await a better day and new life. We are reminded that just as God came to us in a babe born in      

Bethlehem to bring about the salvation of the creation, so God will continue to come to us to give us the    

patience, strength and peace we need for daily living. "With the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a 

thousand years are like one day". We are reminded that in this time of challenge and uncertainty, it is but 

one more speed-bump in the overall existence of human-kind. This is not to diminish its impact on our lives, 

but a reminder that all things are in God's hands, the One who created all things from the beginning, and we 

will likely survive this time as God's people have for centuries. The questions is, will we continue to be     

faithful and patient and in doing so, learn to turn to the One wo brings us everlasting peace and life and grow 

into the lessons we can learn from such a time? May the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, 

keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus our Lord! 

Prayer 

Good and gracious God, we come to you with heavy hearts. We have endured much over the past several 

months and seek your care. Like the Israelites of old and the early Church community, help us to be faithful in 

patience, waiting upon your return. Help us to learn and to grow in our life in you. Help us to see the ways in 

which you continue to come into our lives each day, bringing hope and new life. In Jesus' name we pray. 

Amen.  

 

Pastor Scott Sessler 
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Romans 10:10-18 
There is no discrimination in the gospel Do you know what word I had learned and heard the most when I came to the United 
States and studied three master degree programs? That's the word "discrimination." The word discrimination appears a lot across 
the U.S., And even in the schools where I went, this word didn't stop to use. One of my schools where predominately black people, 
they were fighting in their own way to change the world a better place, and the other school where I went, predominately white 
people; they were reflecting on themselves as defendants of discrimination and fighting for the justice and trying to change the 
world a better place. But this is not just a U.S problem. And it's not just a matter of race, either. The word discrimination exists 
everywhere in the world. Even in countries with a majority of the same race, there is discrimination among themselves, and even 
in communist countries (China, North Korea, etc.), where the main idea is to eliminate everything contrary to human equality, the 
world's worst discrimination is widespread. Discrimination always exists in many ways, including race, class, gender, intergenera-
tional, regional, etc. Discrimination in our human lives probably seems difficult to abandon. And that discrimination also appears in 
the New Testament, which should be filled with Christ Jesus. It appears between Jews and Gentiles who have received the gospel. 
When we read the book of Galatians, Peter was also startled by the appearance of Jewish Christians at a meal with Gentile Chris-
tians, and he slipped away from the table. Because, at that time, Jews did not accept having meals with Gentile. It was discrimina-
tion that was perpetrated out of fear of the gaze of others. And in verse 12, Paul says, "For there is no distinction or difference 
between Jew and Greek, Gentile." Why did he say this? Probably, at this time, the Jews had the idea (Chosen people) that the    
gospel and salvation were given only to the Jews. In other words, Christ Jesus died for the Jews, and they may have had a sense of 
privilege that only those Jews could receive the gospel and enter the Kingdom of Heaven. And they may have thought that        
Gentiles are sinners and Jews are better than Gentiles. Of course, it may have changed and improved because of Peter's vision of 
God (Acts 10) and the teachings of the Apostle Paul, but it seems that discrimination still exists in it. Does discrimination exist in 
the gospel? Perhaps all of you know the answer to this question. The answer is "there is no discrimination or difference." Be really 
honest and ask this question yourself. I am not asking this question limited to race and gender issues. Please answer this question 
as a whole matter. Have you ever had any skeptical thoughts, saying, "No, this person can't do this because of this, No, that person 
can't do that because of that." When I was young, I had a negative view of people. As a pastor's son and a missionary's son, I met 
many people and was hurt by many people. So when I meet people, I have a negative view. And when I was right, I blamed them 
by saying, "see, I knew that person is going to hurt us." And I even thought, "There will be no salvation from God for them."      
However, God's heart was very different from mine. And God's grace and love were far greater and greater than I had imagined. 
He was the one who embraced everything. Verse 13 says, "Whoever calls on the name of the Lord will be saved." This is from the 
prophet Joel. When I read this verse, I have a person in mind. It reminds me of a criminal who was crucified right next to Jesus. His 
life would have been a life that deserves to die. And maybe hanging on the cross may have been the right thing to do. But in his 
last moments, he believed in Jesus Christ, called on his name, and earnestly asked that he be remembered. And even though he 
was a sinner, criminal, who deserved death, the Lord answered his earnest wish by saying this. "Truly, I tell you, today you will be 
with me in Paradise." (Luke 23: 43) There is no discrimination before the gospel. Even the sinners who deserve death in the world 
are not discriminated against. All are equal before this gospel, Christ Jesus. "Whoever" works equally regardless of race, gender, 
class, or intergenerational, and the gospel is given impartially. And now comes the most important part. In verse 14, "how are they 
to call on one in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in one of whom they have never heard? And how are 
they to hear without someone to proclaim him?" In this world, everyone discriminates against people and is being discriminated 
against. And they live by hurting each other. We, certainly, all know that there is no discrimination in the face of the gospel. We 
have to look back on our lives that why don't we spread the gospel even though we know that it is good news. If you're not sharing 
this good news, you really need to think about it this way. "Do I really believe in Jesus Christ with whole my heart?" If the answer 
to this question is yes, we should "declare or proclaim Christ Jesus with our mouths." Like the Apostle Paul, there will be such a 
holy burden that you have to preach the gospel. "Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel" (1 Corinthians 9:16) Don't many people 
listen to the voice of the gospel that you preached? Don't be disappointed. Even if the fruits we see now are not immediately    
visible, somewhere in the world, your voice may be like a seed that has fallen to the ground, and it may be growing as a seed of 
faith somewhere in the nooks and crannies. And it will be heard in their hearts, and the seed will grow and become faith. What we 
have to do is to share and spread this gospel, the good news, where no discrimination exists. "How beautiful are the feet of those 
who bring good news!!"  

Prayer 
Dear Lord, we knew your words, accepted them as the words of the gospel, the good news, and realized your love and grace in 
them. Regardless our appearance, you accepted us and love us as we are. We knew that your gospel, that is, love and grace, is   
given equally to everyone in the world. Now we’re going to proclaim your love and grace, the gospel, to everyone in the world. May 
lead us and fill us with the Holy Spirit. In Jesus name we pray. Amen   
Pastor Jin Ko 
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Psalm 90 

The texture of today’s appointed scriptures remind us of a lesson present from the beginning of time: amidst 
the broken, one can catch a glimpse of hope. A merciful respite amidst the storm, A flicker of light as the 
shadows fall long, A steady arm catching mid-fall. Our source of hope is God, lover of humankind known 
most for what the Psalmist identified as “steadfast love.”  Theologian Nadia Bolz-Weber articulates steadfast 
love at the beginning of Jesus' life this way: “God did not enter the world of our nostalgic, silent-night, snow-
blanketed, peace-on-earth, suspended reality of ?Christmas. God slipped into the vulnerability of skin and 
entered our violent and disturbing world.”  Throughout his ministry, Jesus, God incarnate, encountered those 
caught up in violence and intentionally reoriented them. A woman, targeted as an adulterer, transformed by 
advocacy; Rambunctious children, castigated by the disciples, enfolded in arms of love; A blind man; shushed 
by bystanders, heard and healed. Passion and crucifixion, disturbing violence amplified, again allowed        
moments of steadfast love as Jesus served a traitorous follower, leaned into conversation with a betrayer, 
healed a guard’s ear, responded to accusations with quiet truth, engaged with sobbing mourners, and        
entrusted family and friend to one another. In the Easter light, the reorientation took on new, vibrant mean-
ing at the tomb, on the seashore, in a locked room, on the road to Emmaus. As Advent days unfold, we      
anticipate the celebration of God’s incarnation on a silent night; we also look to God’s coming again.       
Apocalyptic literature captures attention with vivid descriptions and dire warnings, though steadfast love   
invites us to trust and then trust some more in: Presence in the light and the dark, Redemptive hope in the 
good and the bad, Life in the beginnings and the endings, Love at every turn. 

Prayer 

God of revelation, your presence is sometimes hidden, sometimes clear, but always assured. Keep us attentive 

to your movement around and through us so that we will witness your loving, redeeming power. Amen. 

 

Pastor Amy Figg Ley 
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Luke 1:68-79 

God’s Tender Compassion In our devotion today from Luke 1, we have Zechariah’s song. Earlier this temple 

priest had been rendered mute by angel Gabriel for his doubting the news of his aged wife Elizabeth‘s     

pregnancy. But now, upon the news of his son’s birth, he sings a song of prophecy about John the Baptist. 

The neighbors wondered what will become of this child, and in response Zechariah’s tongue is loosened, he 

is filled with the power of the Holy Spirit, and he sings the praises of God, John, and ultimately of Jesus 

Christ. Many of the images of Advent are downright raw and calamitous: First there’s Jesus and his             

description of the end times: falling buildings, famine, war. Prophets like Malachi speak of a refiner’s fire. 

Mary’s Magnificat proclaims the powerful will be torn down from their thrones. John the Baptist gets center 

stage, bellowing in the wilderness, invoking urgency, speaking of wrath and fire, and calling his detractors a 

“brood of vipers” . Part of Advent is engaging these wild, edgy images that scripture gives us, opening our 

eyes to the untamed, ultimately creative work of God. But Zechariah’s far-reaching song ends on a quiet 

note. The noise in our lives is stilled with these verses, heralding the first Christmas morn and the baby Jesus: 

“By the tender mercy of our God, dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in 

darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”  Zechariah’s song goes from 

God, to John the Baptist, to the Christ child at dawn being held by Mary, with the promise of light and peace 

for all those who behold Christ and this advent.  

Prayer 

God of new dawns and second chances, you raise us up with tenderness and mercy. Send us the courage and 

compassion we need to work for the dawning of peace in our hearts, homes, and neighborhoods. Amen 

 

Pastor Jason Talness 

Elizabeth and Mary share their joy  
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1 Thessalonians 1:2-10 

Advent is the time when we wait and watch for the birth of the Christchild, the miraculous story of God’s 

love for us that took flesh and was born among us in a stable in Bethlehem. This global pandemic feels like 

one long Advent as we watch and wait for signs that it is safe to try to live a new kind of life. One thing we do 

to pass the time is tell stories that make us laugh and cry. Stories of holidays past, good pranks, long road 

trips to get to friends and family, even stories about who burned the food or made the best food. All the   

stories of these new ways we’re finding to live and love end up creating the stories that will be told the next 

time we gather. Stories also shine light on who we are, what we long for, what we’re grateful for in our lives. 

Zechariah tells our Advent story this day. Zechariah reminds us that we are God’s people! He reminds us that 

God has redeemed us and shown us the mercy promised so that we can serve God without fear. Zechariah 

ends his story offering us God’s hope and truth that has lasted no matter what life throws at us: “By the     

tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness 

and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”  But maybe we should pay attention to 

the way Zechariah’s story begins? Zechariah didn’t believe all the good news, the angel Gabriel told him. 

Zechariah was seized with fear and could not comprehend that God had answered his prayers. So Gabriel 

closed his mouth until John was born. So maybe, just maybe, Zechariah invites us to silence our fears and 

listen to the stories others around us are telling. Advent summons us to watch and wait so that we might  

truly believe the good news that God has answered our prayers in the birth of the Christchild, Emmanuel, 

God with us.  

Prayer 

O God of tender mercies, we are your beloved children who love to tell your story. Quiet our mouths as we 

wait for you to be born anew. Tune our ears to your good news in the lives of those around us. Open our eyes 

with wonder and awe so that we are mindful of all the ways you are redeeming your creation, including us. 

We believe and pray in the name of Emmanuel, God with us, amen.  

 

Pastor Stacy Parvin 
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Luke 1:68-79 

(English) Today is Saturday, December 4th. Last Sunday we started the Advent Season, a special time to     

prepare for Christmas  celebrations. Today is also a special day when the church celebrates John of Damas-

cus, a theologian and songwriter. In our reading today, Zechariah is impressed to discover God’s love and 

compassion for his people. He praises God because “He has come to his people and redeemed them.” God 

has come to rescue his people from their enemies and from the hand of all who hate them. This particular 

year 2021 has been tough for all of us, for our congregations, for our families. We have been all affected by 

the big    enemy, the corona virus pandemic. The entire world continues to suffer from this pandemic. Today, 

we turn to God, to ask him to come to our help, to come to rescue us from what we are all going through. In 

exactly twenty days we will be celebrating Christmas Eve; we are excited, we are heading to that special     

celebration. On this day, we come to God with open hearts to listen to his prophets inviting all of us to pre-

pare the way for the Lord and to receive knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of our sins because 

of the tender mercy of our God. John of Damascus has been a great theologian, he dedicated his life to serve 

God and to preach the Good News. At this time, may God bless all of us and make us his genuine servants 

like John of Damascus.  

Prayer 

Gracious and Loving God, we come to you the way we are. Open our hearts to listen to your prophets and 

make us ready to welcome your Son Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  

 

Pastor Crispin Ilombe Wilondja 
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Luke 1:68-79 

(Swahili) Leo ni tarehe 4, desemba. Siku ya Mungu iliopita, tumeanza Majilio, wakati muhimu ya matayarisho 

ya Noeli. Leo vilevile, Kanisa inashere Yoane wa Damasko aliye mtahalamu na mwandishi wa nyimbo. Kwa 

usomi wetu wa leo, Zakaria inamshukuru Mungu kugundua upendo wake kwa watu wake. Anamshukuru 

Mungu kwa sababu “Mungu amekuja kuwakomboa watu wake.” Mungu amekuja kuokoa watu wake kwa 

mahadui wao na kwa mkono ya wote wenyi kuwachukia. Kwa kweli mwaka huu wa 2021 ulikua ngumu sana 

kwa sisi wote hata kwa kanisa let una jamaa zetu. Tumesababishwa na adui mkubwa, magonjwa ya Corona. 

Dunia nzima inaendelea kusumbuliwa na ugonjwa huo. Kwa siku ya leo, tumlilie Mungu ilia je kutusaidia na 

kutuokoa kwa shida zote zenyi kutusumbua. Kwa siku ishirini, tutasherekea kuzaliwa kwa Bwana Yesu. 

Tunayo furaha na tumeanza kujitayarisha kwa siku kuu hiyo. Kwa siku ya leo, tunakuja mbele yako ee Mungu 

tukifungua myoyo zetu ili tuwasikilize manabii wako wanao twalika kutayarisha njia ya Bwana na kupokea 

akili ya wokovu wetu kwa usamehe wa zambi zetu kwa ajili ya upendo na huruma wa Mungu wetu. Yoane wa 

Damasko alikua mtahalamu mkubwa, ametolea Maisha yake kwa kumtumikia Mung una kutangaza habari 

njema. Kwa siku ya leo, Mungu atubariki na atufanye kuwa watumishi wake kama vile Yoane wa Damasko.  

(French) Nous sommes le 4 décembre. Le Dimanche dernier nous sommes entrés dans la période de l’Avent, 

un moment spécial pour nous préparer aux célébrations de Noel. Aujourd’hui aussi, l’église célèbre la fête de 

Jean Damascène, un grand théologien et écrivain des hymnes. Notre lecture pour la méditation présente 

Zacharie qui est impressionné de découvrir l’amour et la compassion de Dieu pour son peuple. He glorifie 

Dieu « Parce qu’il a visité son peuple pour accomplir sa libération. » Dieu est venu pour sauver son peuple de 

ses ennemis et de la main de tous ceux qui le haïssent. De façon particulière, l’année 2021 a été trop dure 

pour nous tous, pour nos communautés et pour nos familles. Nous avons tous été affectés par un grand en-

nemi, la pandémie du corona virus. Le monde entier continue d’en souffrir. Aujourd’hui nous nous tournons 

vers Dieu pour lui demander de venir à notre secours et nous sauver de tout ce dont nous souffrons. Au fait, 

dans exactement vingt jours, nous allons célébrer la nativité du Seigneur. Nous sommes très contents ; nous 

nous apprêtons pour cette célébration. En ce jour, nous venons vers Dieu avec des cœurs ouverts pour 

écouter ses prophètes qui nous invitent tous à préparer les voies du Seigneur et de recevoir la connaissance 

de notre salut par le pardon de nos péchés à cause de sa miséricorde. Jean Damascène a été un grand 

théologien ; il a dédié toute sa vie au service de Dieu et a la prédication de la bonne nouvelle. En ce moment 

précis, prions Dieu de nous bénir tous et de faire de nous des authentiques serviteurs comme l’a été Jean 

Damascène.  

Prayer 

(Swahili) Ee Mungu, tunakuja kwako ginsi tulivyo. Tunakuomba ufungue myoyo zetu ili tusikie sauti ya mana-

bii wako kusudi tuwe tayari kumpokea Mwana wako Yesu Kristu, Mwokozi wetu. Amen  

(French) Dieu de grâce et d’amour, nous venons vers Toi tels que nous sommes. Ouvre nos cœurs pour que 

nous soyons disposés à écouter tes prophètes et nous rendre prêts pour accueillir ton Fils, notre Seigneur 

Jésus-Christ. Amen  
 

Pastor Crispin Ilombe Wilondja 
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Malachi 3:1-4 

Stirring up our hearts, Lord God Preparing the way Giving holy knowledge Entering again into the Adventure 

Looking favorably upon us Seeing possibilities Reminding us of your covenant Refining our dross like silver 

Soaking our dirty robes in soap and grace Adventuring forth Looking favorably upon us Bringing light to those 

in darkness Sending us as messengers Seeing possibilities Delighting in our call Trusting in your word Crying 

hope in the wilderness of doubt and isolation Preparing the way of the Lord Seeing possibilities Venturing, 

inviting, widening our circles Making our paths straight and free from fear Filling the valley of the shadow 

with love Leveling the mountains of despair Resisting prejudice, fear, and hate Showing mercy, living justly 

Seeing possibilities Reclaiming a message of peace and Righteousness that comes through faith Sharing in 

the suffering of pain and death but Knowing the power of the Resurrection and the Life Seeing possibilities 

Messengers to a broken world we fail again yet Rising up once more in trust Coming back to you we lay 

down our pain Looking up, turning once more Seeing the salvation of the Lord Seeing possibilities Living in 

the Advent of the Word  

Prayer 

Messengers to a broken world we fail again yet Rising up once more in trust Coming back to you we lay down 

our pain Looking up, turning once more Seeing the salvation of the Lord Seeing possibilities Living in the     

Advent of the Word. AMEN  

 

Pastor Sylvia Countess 
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Romans 8:22-25 

What do you hope for? Take a minute and truly think about it. What do you hope for? Sometimes the things 

we hope for are minor. We hope that our favorite football team will get it together. We hope that someone 

turned the coffee off. We hope there will be less traffic than usual, and we will not be late. Sometimes the 

things we hope for are personal. We hope that people will think well of us. We hope for our children or 

grandchildren; that the bullying will stop; that they will make it safely to school as a new driver; that they will 

make good choices. We hope for our family and friends that the test results will come back negative, that the 

surgery is successful, that the heartbreaking conflict is resolved. Sometimes the things we hope for are 

worldly. We hope that equality will become a reality for all people regardless of gender, race, or sexuality. 

We hope for the preservation of creation. We hope for peace in war torn countries. We hope for the end of 

the political divides. The season of Advent is all about hope. It is a season of waiting and hoping for the      

Advent of our God, the second coming of Jesus, the one in whom we place all our hope. We hope for the day 

when Jesus will come again with power and glory and might and the dead shall stand. “For in this hope, we 

were saved. As we wait for our adoption into sonship, the redemption of our bodies.” We wait for the       

resurrection of our bodies, the day we will be reunited with those we love, and the power of sin, death, and 

evil will end forever. Until that day we hope and trust in Jesus. We live out this hope filled existence in our 

personal lives, in our relationships with friends and family, and living out our baptismal calling in the world 

while continually praying, Come Lord Jesus!  

Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we give you thanks for being a God who is present and active in our lives. Help us to live in 

the hope that comes from you, through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.  

 

Pastor Andrea Windsor-Peterson 
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Psalm 126 

Advent is a time of waiting and expectancy. It is a time of longing and looking toward the future. Perhaps  

Advent is a time of anticipation and longing for something— for someone…. It is a time of arrival of some-

thing new and the arrival of something fresh, something different. We have been stuck in a world that is 

quickly moving forward, yet for the past almost 19 months, it seems as our world has taken a huge step 

back. We are feeling the effects of a pandemic that we have never seen before. We are feeling the strain on 

our pocketbooks and our resources are seemingly drying up. Our work force is limited and those that do 

work are pushed to the max. We have seen our healthcare system fall apart. Our infrastructures are           

dismantling and our economy through stimulus packages is still at a lull. People are tired, weary and ready 

for change. Advent is a time where life often is at its busiest. We are in the midst of the holiday season while 

trying to figure out the new normal, new routines and new realities. Advent gives us a fresh new start and a 

fresh new perspective and a fresh new hope. It is in this season that we can find that our sowing in tears is 

turned into joy, our weeping bears fruit that burst forth with joy and that perhaps even through all that we 

have endured there is rejoicing in the nation. God is at work in, with and through all of us no matter where 

we find ourselves this Advent season. Keep dreaming, keep believing and keep looking forward.  

Prayer 

O God of all hope, we pray for this weary and world. In our tiredness and frustrations we sometimes feel 

stuck and yet we know that you are faithful in the midst of our struggles, you are gracious in the midst of our 

demands. Open our hearts to the longing for your kingdom to come, open our eyes to your mercies in our 

midst, open our lives to living into the new creation you are calling us to. Come Lord Jesus, come. Amen  

 

Pastor Jonathan Hemphill 
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Isaiah 35:3-7 

So often in life, we have expectations. This time of year can and is quite difficult for so many of us. Not only 

can it be busy, but we often find ourselves consumed by consumerism, and overscheduling ourselves - we 

feel like we should always be doing more. We live in a world where, many times, we look at social media and 

see what we think this season should look like, what we should be doing with our time. This can be incredibly 

difficult, for those who might not be near to family or perhaps estranged from family. What is seen by some 

as heartwarming family time, can be painful and make others feel more isolated and downtrodden. We are 

not all surrounded by glittering decorations, the love of family, and plenty. For some, the glittering lights and 

joy of others are a reminder of what they do not have, making this time of year desolate and full of despair 

and sadness for a myriad of reasons. I find hope in Isaiah. God provided a way for the Babylonian exiles to 

return to Jerusalem. God provided a way for his people fleeing Egypt, through the sea and desert at the     

exodus. If we cannot see the way, perhaps we are to BE that way. To look outside of ourselves and what we 

have, to those who may be aching for food, for warmth, for connection. May we be a gift for others this     

Advent season, preparing all hearts for the joy to come.  

Prayer 

Holy God, you renew life in desolate places, igniting hope against our expectations. Teach us to perceive the 

preciousness of those who are isolated or abandoned. Equip us to create welcoming spaces of safety and joy. 

Amen  

 

Vicar Holly Cumming 

 

_Joy_ 



 

2021 Southeastern Synod Advent Devotional  15 

2 Corinthians 8:1-15 

Generosity does not come easy for many of us. We tend to put our own needs and wants before others. 

Such is our lot as sinners. This is true whether we are speaking of money and goods or recognition and glory. 

Though we may bristle at this truth, the fact that we need to cultivate generosity in ourselves only under-

scores the point. Generosity is hard. We are not the first to struggle with this issue. Peering over St. Paul’s 

shoulder, we see the same truth at work. That troublesome church at Corinth is not as generous as it could 

be. This lack of generosity is only heightened when St. Paul begins to list the many gifts the church has been 

given in the Spirit: faith, knowledge, love. Why be stingy when so much has already been given? St. Paul 

doesn’t dwell on the “why” question, at least not here. Rather, he again instructs the Corinthians in that 

most excellent way, which is Christ. It’s not simply that Jesus models a generous life for us, though He       

certainly does that. The more basic point is that we are the recipients of Christ’s generosity. He gives us all 

that He has, even as the Spirit works among us making these good gifts known. Or in St. Paul’s language, 

“though Christ was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, so that by His poverty you might become rich.” 

Our generosity grows from, is rooted in, this truth: Christ has taken on flesh that we might be take on the 

divine life. And in that divine life, we have all we need. God withholds nothing from us. If this is true—and 

our lives depend on it being true—the better question is this: why not be generous?  

Prayer 

Loving God, you are always among us, even when we worry that you are far off. Give us words and gestures 

to proclaim your tireless presence by embodying your care to the people around us. Amen  
 

Dr. Justin Nickel 

Joseph in Disbelief  
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2 Corinthians 9:1-15 

We never know how much our parents/caregivers may have sacrificed so that we could have all that we 

need. How often they may have gone without so that we didn’t have to. That because they loved us, it was 

worth the sacrifice. In a world where resources may be limited the word “give” can mean different things to 

different people. I am reminded of the poor widowed woman, who didn’t have much yet offered all that she 

had to God. Although Paul sees no reason to repeat the need for giving, the weight and substance of these 

truths’ bears unpacking. Truly generous giving is about intention not obligation. Paul was more concerned 

with the state in which things were given not what was being given. He warns of a grudging generosity high-

lighted with obligation or force. He is reminding them then and us now that this is not the spirit in which God 

works in and for us. In addition, he highlights that generous giving bears much fruit. There are both spiritual 

and material blessings that God is willing and able to provide for us. We trust that God will provide for those 

who give with generous hearts both now and forever. However, giving should not just be done merely in 

hopes for us to be blessed, but for us to be a blessing to others. We give because Christ has given so much 

for us and we have been chosen in Christ. We give with a grateful heart for all that has been given unto us. 

Jesus gave of His own life with love not expectation. God’s loving Holy Spirit has been poured into our hearts. 

This is the spirit in which we should give, and this is the spirit of giving that truly bears great fruits.  

Prayer 

Good and gracious God. We thank you for another day. Another chance to get things right. We ask that you 

help us to remember gratefulness. Gratefulness for all that you have done, are doing, and will do for us in the 

future. Help us to remember giving freely because we have been given your grace abounding. Help us to     

remember thankfulness for the fruits that we have received through your Son Jesus Christ. Thank you, Lord 

God, for your generous gift of life. Amen.  

 

Minister Clairessa Dias 
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Amos 9:8-15 

Today is December 11, which Wikipedia tells us is the anniversary of the day in 1934 when Bill Wilson took 

his last drink. After suffering the ravages of alcohol addiction for years, Bill entered in-patient addiction  

treatment for the fourth time in less than a year. While he was receiving treatment, he had a spiritual         

experience that convinced him God had the power to transform his life and allow him to experience sobriety. 

Bill, better known to millions as “Bill W,” spent the rest of his life sober, gathering other alcoholics in groups 

to support one another and share their hope for healing under the influence of a “higher power.” He          

developed the Twelve Step system that has been implemented not only by Alcoholics Anonymous but also 

by many other addiction recovery programs. Bill W’s story bears witness to transformation, offers healing, 

proclaims hope. So does our reading in Amos. Amos prophesied to the people of Israel when they were      

experiencing a period of peace and prosperity, but he warned them that they were about to undergo a      

traumatic time of suffering and destruction. Nevertheless, he told them, they would not be left without 

hope. Out of the ruins of their nation God would raise up, repair, and rebuild their lives and their               

communities. “The time is surely coming,” Amos promised, when the people would again have reason to   

celebrate God’s goodness. Verse 9 of our reading says that God’s people would be shaken. That’s a good   

description of what has happened to our world in the last couple of years—and to our nation, our cities, our 

churches, and our families. We’ve been shaken by the pandemic, by political upheavals, racial reckonings, 

economic uncertainties and other more personal traumas. The message of Amos, and of Advent, is that even 

in our bleakest moments there is hope. God promises to raise up, repair, and rebuild our lives and our      

communities just like God always has.  

Prayer 

God, you call us to rebuild ruined cities and to cultivate abandoned vineyards. Helps us tend our frayed con-

nections and neglected relationships so our care will nurture the abundant life rooted in you. Amen  

 

Pastor John Rossing 
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Philippians 4:4-7 

Philippians 4:6 says, “Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanks-

giving let your requests be made known to God.” Here we are on the third Sunday in Advent being told not 

to worry about anything. But how can we not? It's the third Sunday in Advent! Christmas will be here before 

we know it! And, as we say, “WE'RE NOT READY!” We're being told that deliveries will not be made on time, 

and that Christmas will be ruined because there will be no gifts to exchange and open! The shelves in the 

grocery stores (especially in the meat section) will be slim pickin's because we're going through this thing 

called a pandemic, and there won't be enough food to go around. Really? Is that what we're worried about? 

For many, Christmas will be completely different this year. Family members will be missing from gatherings 

because they have succumbed to Covid-19 or any other manner of illness and disease. Memories will be the 

main dish, served up with big spoonful's of laughter and tears. Warm thoughts and plans for the future will 

be poured out and melted together like butter on a hot roll, and, as the icing on the cake, prayers of thanks 

will be offered that the family could get together at all! We don't need things from a shelf to celebrate 

Christmas. The anticipation of a Savior that was born to bring a peace which surpasses all understanding is all 

we need. Being together with loved ones to rejoice over the birth of a tiny baby is all that is required of us, 

so don't worry about anything, but let your requests be made known to God, and be at peace during this 

season of Advent.  

Prayer 

Stir up the wills of your faithful people, Lord God, and allow us to see that the gifts we need are the gifts we 

already have. Help us to feel the love and grace in the gift of your Son, that we may share this gift with oth-

ers, through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen.  

 

Pastor Paula Smith 
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Hebrews 13:7-17  

We live in an ever-changing world. Do you like change? Do you know people that like to see the changes that 

come with the seasons? For others – not as much. It would be a joy if we experienced an abundance of 

change like less racism, less injustice, and less intolerance for ALL people. The only thing we can expect in life 

with any degree of certainty is uncertainty. In this web of change enters this promise from God. “Jesus Christ 

is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8). In a world that changes (too often for the 

worse), Jesus reassures us that He never will. Our Savior Jesus has been around since before the creation of 

the world. Think about that amazing fact. The Jesus of yesterday did not come to be served, but to serve and 

to give His life for us ALL. Think of what that means. Jesus loves you today like He did yesterday. And His love 

and mercy endures forever. Racism and injustice may continue, our health may fail, and friends may let us 

down. But praise God that He sent His son Jesus who will never turn his back on us, not in this life or the life 

to come. May His life motivate us to always change for the better. 

Prayer 

Loving God, during this Advent season and beyond, help us to change the things in our lives that keep us from 

being more like you. In this ever-changing world, I am thankful that Jesus Christ never changes. He was in the 

past exactly who He is in the present and just who He will be forever. Help me, Holy Spirit, to stand boldly for 

You. Amen  

 

Melissa Fuller Sims 

Assistant to the Bishop 
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Isaiah 11:1-9 

COMFORT AND JOY “The earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord.” (Isaiah 11:9) Read Isaiah 11: 1-9 It 

is hard to celebrate today with joy when the world we live in is so full of turmoil and fear. But as we prepare 

for the coming of Jesus, we take comfort in the promise of change. In a world of division, today we can find 

joy in the promise of a savior upon whom rest the Spirit of God. We can expect a wise counselor, faithful and 

righteous; one who will bring justice to the lowly for he himself comes out from a mere stump. We can take 

comfort in the promise of peace. Can we, today, live together with all our differences, with our intrinsic      

humanity? Will we ever see on the face on each other the image of God? Yes. It is the promise of the       

kingdom and for the people of God, a cause for great celebration. As we await the coming of Christ, we 

clothe ourselves in faithfulness and in the righteousness of Christ and live in the knowledge promised in him. 

And in that promise, we find not only peace and hope, but comfort and joy.  

Prayer 

Holy God, you have promised to send a savior. May we find in that promise comfort and joy. In that promise, 

may we be comforted with a promise of love for each other. And in that joy, may we live as those who dwell 

in you as we bring the joy of Christ to all. Amen  

 

Pastor Beverly Brown Shaw 
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Isaiah 11:1-9 

Isaiah is describing the ideal king and the peace that he will bring. We know that the vision of this ideal king 

was realized for us in the birth of Christ which we dwell in anticipation for in the Advent season. We have 

been living in a world of uncertainty and emotional chaos. It has felt heavy and the words from Isaiah         

become a prayer for the healing of the world and for peace to come. However, if we take a moment and look 

around, we will find a glimpse of Christ in the world in the actions and faces of God’s beloved children. We 

find people able to provide us guidance from a spirit of wisdom and understanding; people able to provide 

us support from a spirit of council and might; people able to provide us love from a spirit of knowledge and 

fear of the Lord. We feast on the love and grace of Christ every time we come to His table. This Advent      

season take that love, and welcoming the spirit of God to rest upon you, do Christ’s work in your community 

and let others see a glimpse of God through you. Let us each do what we can to bring about justice and 

peace in the kingdom of God as we wait in wonder and hope.  

Prayer 

God, you are more than the signs and wonders we expect, but our hearts leap when we catch a glimpse of 

you. Help us to recognize your wisdom, even where we do not expect it to appear. Amen.  

 

Vicar Jamie Witt 
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Psalm 80:2-3 

There are times I think we have so strayed from God’s will that we need to be restored before we destroy 

ourselves entirely. Being a person of hopeful faith, I also realize that God will never abandon us and will look 

after all of creation. Every day, I lift up a prayer that the light of Christ will shine into the darkness of our 

world and bring us new life. I know this to be true; as we move into the darkness of winter, we get closer to 

the light of the star, shining in the darkness of this world and leading us to the babe in the manger, that very 

same babe who will save us from ourselves and each other. Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we 

may be saved!  

Prayer 

Merciful and loving Lord of all, we look to you for comfort in our fear, light in our darkness and guide us to 

the light of day! Lead us to where you want us to be great Shepherd! Amen  

 

Pastor Patti Axel 

 



 

2021 Southeastern Synod Advent Devotional  23 
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Hebrews 10:32-39 

But we aren’t the sort of people who timidly draw back and end up being destroyed. We’re the sort of     

people who have faith so that our whole beings are preserved. --- In this season of Advent, we anticipate 

that all will be well. But we are in the dark. We see as if through a mirror dimly. We cannot fathom how all of 

the struggles and pain we are now experiencing will be abated by our God. But God does comfort us. God 

does PROMISE to be with us…to be our light…to be our HOPE! The Covid-19 pandemic has certainly raised 

our anxiety and made us a more cautious people – in terms of physical health. And I wonder if we have also 

started to tend more so to our emotional and spiritual self? So many have been grieved, and yet Hebrews 

10:39 stokes a CONFIDENCE in our souls. We aren’t the sort of people who timidly draw back and end up  

being destroyed. We’re the sort of people who have faith so that our whole beings are preserved. What 

needs to be preserved in you? Your hope? Your confidence? Your desire to simply get along with others? 

Where do you struggle this day? God gives to us better and lasting possessions – not for this world only, but 

also for the world to come. Rest in the grace of God…confidently…boldly…even in the dark. For the light is 

dawning…even now…  

Prayer 

Compassionate God, you endured humiliation and death on behalf of the poor and oppressed. Send us the 

courage and strength we need to persist in your ways of peace, love, and gentleness. Amen.  

 

Pastor Michael Jannett 
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Luke 13:31-35 

In this passage, Jesus is warned to flee because Herod is after him. But Jesus shares that he is busy healing 

others and clearing out the demons as Jesus is wrapping things up. Then Jesus laments his relationship with 

Jerusalem and her people. He shares from his heart that he so wants to gather the people of Israel and      

protect them like a hen who gathers her children under her wing. How often do we read this passage and 

miss that Jesus is comparing his care and protection for God’s people to a female animal who is known for 

her love of her babies? I relate to this passage as a farm girl who had the chore of feeding our chickens and 

collecting the eggs throughout my growing up in Illinois. I saw the care that the hens gave to their little ones. 

How comforting to know that Jesus wants to take care of God’s children in such a warm and caring way. In 

this season, there are many parents who wish they could care for their children, and adult children who wish 

to care for their elderly parents but may not be able to for any number of reasons. It could be anything from 

living a long distance away to being short on funds, and everything in between. As Christians, we have been 

given the sacred work of being Christ’s hands, feet, and care on this earth. There are many ways you can 

reach out and be of comfort to others. You can reach out to friends and church members who are alone this 

time of year to send a card, say a prayer, or spend time with them. You can help foster children, adults with 

special needs, and new immigrants to our area by providing coats or gift cards this season. 

(www.weinspirit.org) You can visit a nursing home or volunteer at a senior center near you. You can give a 

gift of chicks, pigs, or fill a backpack with food for a child in need through the ELCA good gifts catalog. 

(www.goodgifts.elca.org) Whatever you decide to do, remember that you are bringing God’s love and      

comfort to those who need some extra care this season. Also, may those of you reading this who need to 

know God’s comfort this season receive it in a real and tangible way! 

Prayer 

Good and gracious God, we give you thanks for the ways you care for your creation and for caring for us. May 

you use our gifts and our beings to bring blessings to those in need, that your love and your mercy are shared 

with all. In your loving name we pray. Amen  

 

Pastor Mary Armstrong-Reiner 
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Luke 1:46b-55 

As we move through Advent, Christmas decorations and symbols become even more common around us. By 

the fourth Sunday, they're often in the nave of the church. Even though it's more correctly associated with 

Epiphany, one of the more ubiquitous Chrismons is often some form of a star. When I was in high school, I 

had an important encounter with a star. A friend took me to a local observatory one night. There, on the roof 

a docent pointed out a star and told us it was Saturn. Then, inside the observatory, I was invited to look 

through the telescope, and that star instantly became the planet Saturn complete with visible rings! I was a 

good student in high school. I knew about stars and planets. I'd seen impressive pictures in books, but on an 

unassuming hilltop in Chattanooga facts I knew became reality I experienced. My eyes were set free from a 

bondage I didn't know they were in, I was invited to explore new possibilities and realities of a universe that I 

knew was vast, but had not experienced as vast.To this day, I love to recreate that experience for others. 

People don't often forget the glee they felt the first time a point of light expands to a planet before their 

eyes. The story of a teenage boy figuring out that the universe is big pales in comparison to Mary's song. 

Mary's visit to Elizabeth causes her to experience and expound on how her pregnancy is much more than 

ordinary. Mary's soul "magnifies" the Lord. She begins in lowliness, but great things are done for her, and all 

generations call her blessed. The hungry are filled with good things, the rich are made poor, and tyrants are 

displaced. In the Magnificat, as this passage is known, Mary tells us that God is breaking the boundaries of 

what is known and calling her and everyone else in to something bigger. Until I saw Saturn through that     

telescope, I had never thought my understanding of our universe was limited. Prior to the events recorded in 

scripture, Mary may never have questioned much of the social order torn asunder in her song. What are we 

not considering today? Much of Mary's song remains unrealized. Tyrants still occupy places of power. 

Wealth gaps exist and grow. People still hunger in a world with plenty of food. What are the bondages, the 

limits of perspective, the narrow thinking, and prejudices that we have left unexamined in ourselves? As we 

approach Christmas, what do we call on Christ to free us from?  

Prayer 

Gracious and loving God. Mary was the first to truly experience your incarnation and proclaimed the differ-

ence between the world in bondage to sin and the world freed by Christ. In our Advent journey make us 

aware of the sin which binds us and also make us aware of the greater reality of freedom in Christ. Lead us 

from the comfort of familiar sin in to the joy of life together in you. Amen  

 

Pastor Jeff Crim 
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Colossians 1:15-20 

A Pregnant Pause… The tree was up. The gifts were wrapped. The ham sat soaking up the sweetness of its 

honey glaze. The cookies were frosted and the Foster Children’s Christmas Party was just a memory for      

another year. I breathed a sigh of relief. For once, I was prepared for Christmas ahead of time, and could 

take a moment to slow down and revel in these last few days of the Advent season – that waiting time that 

so often gets swept by in my rush to get to Christmas Eve. I made a cup of sweet ginger tea, put on my jacket 

and slipped out into the night. The moon was full and bright overhead, the shadows from the trees casting 

patterns of lace on the lawn. The scent of pine hung heavy in the air, but nothing stirred. Not a needle, not a 

leaf. Even the hoot owl who lives in the woods was quiet. The silence was deafening. It was as if all of crea-

tion held its breath in a pregnant pause – listening and laboring expectantly for the Second Coming. The writ-

er of Colossians tells us that Jesus is the first born of all creation; that, through him, God reconciled all things 

to God’s self, making peace through the blood of Jesus on the cross. Every year at this time, everything in 

heaven and on earth comes to a grinding halt to relive those precious moments just before the Savior’s birth. 

It is that in-between time, that already-and-not-yet time, when all of nature waits in wonder for Jesus to 

come again and make everything right, in the end. “How silently, how silently, the wondrous gift is given!” I 

whispered into the night. I finished my tea and slipped quietly back into the warmth of my home, wrapped in 

the peace that passes all understanding. “Come, Lord Jesus.” I murmured. “Come quickly.”  

Prayer 

Dear Lord Jesus, the first born of all creation, in the silence of our own hearts, we wait for you to be born 

again, in us. In our waking and in our sleeping, in our labor and in our rest, give us that peace that only you 

can give. Amen.  

 

Pastor Barbara Koch 
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Romans 8:18-30 

Do you remember the joys or tragedies of your life more? The other day I was catching up with an old friend 

and telling stories of our shared experiences. The things that we remembered most, and we felt compelled 

to revisit, are the stories of the tragedies of our lives experienced together. What began as a joyful reconnec-

tion with an old friend was, at its core, a summarized list of hardships that we had endured together. While I 

am grateful for the memories that we have shared, and that we got through them together, the sufferings of 

our lives carry with us longer than they have use. On the topic of sufferings, defeats, and tragedies the    

Apostle Paul writes, “Don’t even mention them! They are not worthy to be mentioned in comparison with 

the glory that is to follow.” This advice is wise but perhaps unrealistic. The events of our life, both joy and 

tragedy, define who we are and mold our character into what it is. So, what exactly is Paul talking about? 

Perhaps a man who had caused such great suffering and received such great suffering as himself has a    

different perspective. For Paul, life could have been easily boiled down to a series of unfortunate events; to 

keep a positive outlook on the future, the glory and salvation of God through Jesus Christ, would require 

more faith than the average person has. But if we take those hardships of life and compare them to the glory 

we will receive, the contrast is laughable. The glory of God, our salvation, is so immense in its power that it is 

incomparable to the tragedy of our lives. As Christians, we are to suffer with Christ now so that we can share 

in the glory that is yet to come.  

Prayer 

God of our past, present, and future, you remind us that no change comes without effort. Give us patience 

and teach us the labor of hope as we look toward your new creation—a world of safety, justice, and equity 

for all. Amen  

 

Vicar Jared Fischer 

 

_Faith_ 
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Psalm 113 

We are in a season of hope, expectant and looking forward to joy and well-being. But not everyone looks to-

ward the future, expecting joy and well-being. Many have no hope for tomorrow! But Psalm 113 proclaims 

that God’s sights are on those who have no voice, no vote, are not important: in sum, the forgotten, those 

who don’t count for anything! Those who have nothing, and no reason to be happy and hopeful . . . God’s 

eye is on you . . . God’s favor is on you . . . Blessed be God, who walked among us, and taught us by Jesus’ 

example, to see and feel for the downtrodden and oppressed, the forgotten and rejected. In God’s reign, 

these are given honor and treated with dignity. We have yet to catch up with this ideal. Praise God the       

Almighty, who lifts up the downtrodden, and gently heals the broken places and people. God the creator of 

heaven and earth is continually renewing all of creation. This Psalm sings that God inclines God’s self to see 

heaven and earth and to lift those who have fallen, and to bring fullness to all who long for family and       

connection! This is God who is praised, every day of our lives, God whose name we bless, night and day. 

God’s mercies endure forever! Amen  

Prayer 

God of mercy, thank you for lifting us up, and healing our hurts. Help us to understand that all that we are 

and have are gifts from you for the world. Open our hearts to opportunities to heal and mend the world, with 

the gifts you have so generously given us. Help us hold on to objects lightly, open our hands to be generous 

with all in need, as you have been generous with your creation. Amen 

 

Pastor Julie Crosby 

 

Shepherds hear the good news 
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Havdalah, the Hebrew word for "division," is a service in Judaism that marks a dividing of time at the end of 

Sabbath and the beginning of "regular" time. An important part of Havdalah is passing around a container of 

spices or incense and taking a deep breath to be reminded of the sweetness of the time of rest that is com-

ing to a close and to help carry us over into the time of work that lies just ahead. On this day, we are near or 

at such a Havdalah in the Christian Year. Today is the last full day of Advent. Tomorrow at sundown,        

Christmas Season begins. Our readings for this day enable us to smell the sweetness of the Advent promises 

of the culmination of all things at the revealing of Christ. With all Israel, we still join the longing for all who 

have been mangled and marginalized in this life to become the center of a new commonlife, and for those 

that have been destroyed, as Jerusalem was at the Exile, to be fully restored. With Peter and the other      

eyewitnesses of the life, transfiguration, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus, we remember with joy the 

many promises of the culmination of all things "until the day dawns and the morning star rises." And in 

Mary's song, which Christians have sung or prayed or chanted for centuries at evening prayer, the daily     

Havdalah of light and darkness, we are re-grounded in the work of God's kingdom already entering into the 

world through the (anticipated) birth of Jesus. Here, now, even at the cusp of Christmas, we are aware of the 

labor pangs of peoples and politics and economies, and how we are called to be part of them, as the proud 

are scattered, the mighty are put down from their seats, the lowly lifted up, the hungry filled with good 

things, and the rich sent empty away. We are right here, right now, in this blessed Havdalah, remembering 

the sweetness to come, and anticipating the sorrows and joys of creation as God's kingdom is made known 

to us all in the One whose birth we will celebrate beginning tomorrow night. Even so, come, Lord Jesus. 

Amen. 

Prayer 

God of faithfulness and hope, where the world sees weakness, you see worth and strength. Show us the im-

portance and dignity of each human being. Open our hearts to welcome strangers and friends as your Son 

draws near. Amen  

 

Pastor Taylor Burton Edwards 

Mary hears from God 
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Isaiah 52:7-10 
Perhaps you know Harry Potter, the hero of the exciting, fantastic and also dark seven novels from the 

world of wizards? It is necessary to succeed in the fight against the evil power of Lord Voldemort. One of the 

most powerful spells that Harry Potter, saves his life several times in these battles is: "Expecto patronum": 

Translated: I await my patron. Whoever masters this spell will be saved in the greatest danger to his life.  

Essential for this salvation, however, are not a magic spell and a magic wand, but that one succeeds in concentrating on an image 

of happy memory at the moment of highest threat. Not the magic word, but happy inner images work against the threat.  

Isaiah 52:7-10 thus creates a happy, optimistic image. Against the threatening situation. „How beautiful upon the mountains are 

the feet of him that bringeth good tidings, that publisheth peace; that bringeth good tidings of good, that publisheth salvation; that 

saith unto Zion, Thy God reigneth!  Thy watchmen shall lift up the voice; with the voice together shall they sing: for they shall see 

eye to eye, when the LORD shall bring again Zion. Break forth into joy, sing together, ye waste places of Jerusalem: for the LORD 

hath comforted his people, he hath redeemed Jerusalem. The LORD hath made bare his holy arm in the eyes of all the nations; and 

all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God.“ 

The prophet trusts in the power of images: The messenger of joy proclaiming peace, rejoicing watchmen, joyful and comforted 

people on the ruins of Jerusalem, indeed God moving back into Zion. Images of happiness and happy memories of Jerusalem 

before its destruction he swears up. They are to encourage the people in exile to come back. To believe in a new beginning and to 

rebuild Israel. 

Images that give confidence and strength. They are also so necessary at this Christmas: Inner images like maybe: The memory of 

the last Christmas, where the whole colorful family was still allowed to sit together at the dinner table. Next to it the brightly lit 

Christmas tree. Or: The Christmas service with the cheerful nativity play. The sung Oh, you Merry. Christmas is associated with a 

particularly large number of strong memories. And we need them because they tell us: it was more carefree, more carefree, more 

optimistic. And it can be like that again. Hopefully, the inner images of a happy Christmas will help them against the evil spirit of 

Corona. We can't make him go away with a Patronum spell. But we can try to take away the power of this evil virus over our 

thoughts and feelings. 

If I were to summon a patronum for myself, it would be another happy image that I share with many people: The child in the 

stable. The image as the Gospel of Christmas paints it in words. I know of no stronger image of hope.    

Just this baby in his little family. Simple, perhaps shabby lying in the straw and feed manger, but still secure. Safe as on a ship on 

the wide sea, in a shelter on a high mountain, or in straw in a manger in a stable. The parents are watching.  

And they are happy: this is now the child, healthy, whole. Everything went well. The pain is still in the closest memory. It is done, 

thank God.  

I think the image of the child in the manger is particularly radiant. Because this image is enchantingly beautiful, as if not quite of 

this world. That's what it is: not quite of this world. Because in this picture heaven and earth unite. Because here what is beyond 

our reality becomes true: God becomes man in an inconspicuous person in the midst of a family and a world with its small and big 

worries. To be close to them. Precisely because they need it now. Precisely because we need it now.  

This is what the image of the baby Jesus in the manger stands for: God is close to you. He stays with you in joy and sorrow. He 

does not make the threats in life disappear, but he is always with us, very, very close. That we do not let Corona, the fears and 

anxieties about it, get us down. Yes, respect for this threat. But not fear. In respect for the danger, we should now live these weeks 

after almost two years - again or still - also in respect for the so different opinions and views. In respect for each other, we should 

be able to go our ways courageously and look forward with confidence. There it will be brighter and lighter, for sure. The image of 

Christmas bears witness to this. 

Bishop Axel Piper 

Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirche in Bayern,  Kirchenkreis Augsburg und Schwaben  
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Isaiah 52:7-10 
(German) Vielleicht kennen Sie Harry Potter, den Held aus den spannenden, phantastischen und auch düsteren sieben Romane aus 

der Welt von Zauberern? Es gilt im Kampf gegen die böse Macht von Lord Voldemort zu bestehen. Einer der mächtigsten 

Zaubersprüche, die Harry Potter, in diesen Kämpfen mehrfach das Leben rettet, lautet: „Expecto patronum“: Übersetzt: Ich 

erwarte meinen Schutzherrn. Wer diesen Zauber beherrscht, der wird in höchster Lebensgefahr bewahrt.  

Wesentliche für diese Rettung aber sind nicht Zauberspruch und Zauberstab, sondern dass es einem gelingt, sich in dem Moment 

höchster Bedrohung auf ein Bild glücklicher Erinnerung zu konzentrieren. Nicht das Zauberwort, sondern glückliche innere Bilder 

wirken gegen die Bedrohung.  

Jesaja 52,7-10 entwirft so ein glückliches, optimistisches Bild. Gegen die bedrohliche Situation.  

Der Prophet vertraut auf die Kraft der Bilder: Der  Freudenbote, der Frieden verkündet, jubelnde Wächter, fröhliche und 

getröstete Menschen auf den Trümmern Jerusalems, ja Gott, der wieder einzieht nach Zion. Bilder des Glücks und der glücklichen 

Erinnerung an Jerusalem vor dessen Zerstörung schwört er herauf. Sie sollen die Menschen im Exil ermutigen, zurückzukommen. 

An einen Neubeginn zu glauben und Israel wiederaufzubauen. 

Bilder die Zuversicht und Kraft geben. Sie sind auch an diesem Weihnachtsfest so nötig: Innere Bilder wie vielleicht: Die Erinnerung 

an das letzte Weihnachtsfest, bei der noch die ganze bunte Familie beieinander am Esstisch sitzen durfte. Daneben der hell 

erleuchtete Weihnachtsbaum. Oder: Der Weihnachtsgottesdienst mit dem fröhlichen Krippenspiel. Das gesungene Oh, du 

Fröhliche. Weihnachten ist ja mit besonders vielen starken Erinnerungsbildern verbunden. Und die brauchen wir, weil sie uns 

sagen: Es war unbeschwerter, sorgloser, optimistischer. Und so kann es auch wieder werden. Hoffentlich helfen ihnen die inneren 

Bilder von glücklichen Weihnachten gegen den bösen Geist von Corona. Wegzaubern mit einem Patronum-Zauber können wir ihn 

nicht. Aber versuchen, diesem bösen Virus die Macht über unser Denken und Fühlen zu nehmen. 

Wenn ich für mich einen patronum herbeirufen würde, dann wäre das ein weiteres glückliches Bild, das ich mit vielen Menschen 

teile: Das Kind im Stall. Das Bild, wie es das Weihnachtsevangelium in Worte malt. Ich kenne kein stärkeres Hoffnungsbild.    

Schon allein dieses Baby in seiner kleinen Familie. Einfach, vielleicht schäbig im Stroh und Futterkrippe liegend, aber doch 

geborgen. Geborgen wie auf einem Schiff auf dem weiten Meer, in einer Schutzhütte auf einem hohen Berg, oder im Stroh in einer 

Krippe in einem Stall. Die Eltern passen auf.  

Und die, die sind heilfroh: das ist nun das Kind, gesund, heil. Alles ist gut gegangen. Der Schmerz noch in nächster Erinnerung. Es 

ist geschafft, Gott sei Dank.  

Das Bild vom Kind in der Krippe strahlt, finde ich, besonders. Weil dieses Bild zauberhaft schön ist, wie nicht ganz von dieser Welt. 

Ist es ja auch: Nicht ganz von dieser Welt. Weil sich in diesem Bild Himmel und Erde vereinen. Weil hier wahr wird, was unsere 

Wirklichkeit sprengt: Gott wird in einem unscheinbaren Menschen inmitten einer Familie und Welt mit ihren kleinen und großen 

Sorgen Mensch. Um ihnen nahe zu sein. Gerade, weil sie es jetzt brauchen. Gerade weil wir es jetzt brauchen.  

Dafür steht das Bild vom Jesuskind in der Krippe: Gott ist euch nahe. Bleibt bei euch in Freud und Leid. Er zaubert die Bedrohungen 

im Leben nicht weg aber ist doch immer bei uns, ganz, ganz nah. Dass wir uns nicht unterkriegen lassen von Corona, den Ängsten 

und Befürchtungen darum. Ja, Respekt vor dieser Bedrohung. Aber keine Angst. In Respekt vor der Gefahr sollen wir nun nach fast 

zwei Jahren in diesen Wochen leben - wieder oder immer noch -, auch in Respekt vor den so verschiedenen Meinungen und 

Ansichten. Im Respekt voreinander sollen wir unsere Wege mutig gehen können und zuversichtlich nach vorne schauen. Dort wird 

es heller und lichter, ganz bestimmt. Das Bild der Weihnacht zeugt davon. 

Frohe Weihnachten Ihnen allen! 

Amen 

Bishop Axel Piper 
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John 1:1-14 

I think my favorite version of this text is that of Eugene Peterson’s from The Message, “moved into the 

neighborhood.” The Christ-Child, God’s very own, chooses to dwell not only among us but with us. God has 

moved into the neighborhoods of our lives and brings light to the darkest of places, moments, people, and 

time. It is a manger scene that literally welcomes in the flesh of the whole world and offers room in its inn 

always. The WORD—God became flesh and lived among us. God literally did and does take time, makes 

home, creates room, embodies us, so that we may embody God. Advent is often a time associated with what 

it means to dwell on themes of hope, love, light, and witness. Those are themes that don’t live only in the 

time of Advent, they are made even more visible and evermore needed in Christmas. God literally has moved 

into our neighborhoods and dwells/lives among us, so that we may embody hope to the hopeless, light in 

darkness, love when hate seems to shout louder refrains. Long ago, Clement of Alexandria (c.150-215) 

preached, “As the sun illumines not only the heaven and the whole world, shining on both land and sea, but 

also sends rays through windows and small chinks into the farthest reaches of a house, so the Word, poured 

out everywhere, beholds the smallest actions of our life.” As one pastor put it, “This is the good news that 

greets us on Christmas Day. The Word, dwelling among us, is poured out all over our daily lives. Just as 

households can’t sustain Christmas morning celebrations every day, our minds cannot wake up each day and 

behold the farthest reaches of space, the tiniest cell, the depths of the ocean. Christ reigns over the          

mysteries of the cosmos nonetheless, yet Christ also comes into the chinks and shadows and dusty corners 

of life. Christ comes to piles of laundry, sinks full of dishes, and exhausted hosts. Christ also comes into 

neighborhoods where no one is feasting today, where no one awoke to gifts, where peace is rarely spoken.” 

How will the good news of grace and truth that has come to dwell among us and moved into our neighbor-

hoods, reverberating unto the edges of space this morning, shape the small actions of our lives? For John, 

God in becoming flesh in Jesus has committed God’s self not only to revealing what God’s grace looks like, 

but that God wants us to know it and feel it as well. From your beginnings to your endings, may you know 

the full embodiment of God’s grace, may you be able to see, touch, feel, smell, live that incarnate reality in 

others and may they receive that from you as well. Merry Christ-Mass! Amen.  

Prayer 

Almighty God, you gave us your only Son to take on our human nature and to illumine the world with your 

light. By your grace adopt us as your children and enlighten us with your Spirit, through Jesus Christ, our    

Redeemer and Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.  

 

Bishop Kevin Strickland 
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Colossians 3:12-17 & Luke 2:41-52 

First Sunday of Christmas Colossians 3:12-17: Clothe yourselves in love Luke 2:41-52: Jesus increased in favor 

with all Just yesterday we celebrated the birth of the Christchild! The One who brought light into the world - 

the One WHO IS the Light of the World! The Christchild grew and when only 12 years old, he went on his 

own and taught in the synagogue. All the teachers were amazed as he opened the Scriptures to them. They 

were amazed at his wisdom – wisdom, this broken world needs. This is the One for whom we waited, the 

One who can open our minds through his word, his life, his love. May we all clothe ourselves in his love – a 

love “which binds everything together in perfect harmony.” It’s a love that will not stop until all are well, re-

stored, healed, re-membered. Today is also the feast day of St. Stephen, Martyr, who as Luke said, was ‘full 

of grace and power and did wonders among the people.” Stephen, served the early church as a deacon, car-

ing for the poor. He was the first Christian martyr and died praying for his persecutors. His devotion to Christ, 

to his faith and his love for God’s people, even those who persecuted him gave witness to what it means to 

be clothed in love, even in his death. Set apart by the waters of our baptism, we are clothed in Christ to live 

God’s love for the world. We are invited to live it out relying on God to give us wisdom for our days. We do 

not know what those days may bring. But we trust that God is there to guide us. So as the decorations start 

to come down and business as usual takes over again in our lives and in our communities, may we remember 

to hold all things in the Light of Christ – living God’s love in all we say and do. May the peace of the 

Christchild be with you all!  

Prayer 

Prayer for the Day: Shine into our hearts the light of your wisdom, O God, and open our minds to the 

knowledge of your word, that in all things we may think and act according to your good will and may live 

continually in the light of your Son, Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, 

now and forever. Amen  

 

Pastor P. Morgan Gordy 
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John 21:20-25 

Testimony is at the heart of the Gospel— and the letters— of John. Again and again we hear the invitation to 

“come and see” on the lips of those who encounter the Lord. Jesus’ first disciples seem to not be able to help 

but share the story of what he has done, and to invite others to enter that story for themselves. There is a 

place for persuasion and debate in the Christian life. The letters of Paul give us a front-row seat to the kinds 

of arguments that disciples of Jesus ought to be having. But testimony is, as Thomas Long memorably puts it, 

the act of talking ourselves into being Christian. Christian testimony presents others with Jesus— what he 

said, did, and suffered— in a way that elicits trust and deepens faith. As John writes, such testimony means 

leaving things out: “there are also many other things that Jesus did.” Those of us who preach learn eventual-

ly (we hope!) that a good sermon has to leave many things unsaid, the better to focus on the one thing that 

must be said. Not long ago, a wise mentor told me “I come to church not because I believe, but so that I can 

keep believing.” There is a place for moral deliberation, for intellectual engagement, for exhortation. But 

these tasks are grounded in our testimony about Jesus and what he has done for us. By telling that story, we 

become a part of the Spirit’s work to create and renew faith. By talking about the God we’ve come to know 

in Jesus, like the apostle John, we invite others to enter that story for themselves.  

Prayer 

Most gracious God, we thank you for sharing your life with us. Empower us to tell anew the story of your love 

for us.  

 

Pastor Nathan Hilkert 
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Matthew 2:13-18 

Matthew loves to compare Jesus to Moses. The Egyptian Pharaoh ordered baby boys to be killed when     

Moses was born and even though he was spared through the actions of brave women. Matthew is the only 

gospel author who recounts the story of Herod ordering the slaughter of children around the time of Jesus’ 

birth. Just like Moses goes up on the mountain to receive the 10 Commandants, in Matthew Jesus goes up 

the mountain to teach the new law or what is know as the Sermon on the Mount. In Luke, Jesus does this 

teaching on the plains. We all know of Pharaohs and Herods. Vain rulers who are totally focused on         

maintaining their power, lining their pockets and building structures that mostly glorify themselves. All at the 

expense of those they are to govern and especially the poor and marginalized. It is easy for us to shake our 

fingers at the Pharaohs and Herods all around us and say, “Naughty naughty, shame on you!” As the           

calendar year ends, let us pause to consider the ways our own behavior takes advantage of others. Our     

dependence on plastic, our consumption of meat, closets full of clothes and shoes, houses for our cars, when 

many around us are homeless and our contempt for those who are different than us. Pharaoh and Herod 

didn’t kill the innocent, but indirectly their actions did. Now that the hustle and bustle of the holidays is past, 

it’s a good time reflect on the ways we are Pharaoh or Herod; where our disregard has a detrimental effect 

on our environment and others in our communities and around the world. By the grace of God, when we 

know better, we do better!  

Prayer 

We remember today, O God, the slaughter of the innocent children of Bethlehem by order of King Herod.   

Receive into the arms of your mercy all innocent victims. By your grace, trouble our hearts to inspire us to 

change our behaviors that are hurting others through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, who lives and reigns 

with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen  

 

Pastor Ann Bassett 
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Acts 6:8-7a, 51-60 

Stephen’s story is a quick one. Called to serve the community soon after their egalitarian approach, because 

right away one group is excluded. But we never again see Stephen in his “waiting tables” call. Isn’t that       

interesting. I assume those original servants did, in fact, address the problem of ensuring all members of the 

community received their share of the resources, and then Stephen found he was called to much more. He 

was called to perform wonders and signs and speak with wisdom. Isn’t it like that with our own calls? For 

those of us serving as ministers of word and service, sometimes I think we get focused on our area of        

ministry, and we forget that we are called to boldness in other areas too, like Stephen. Also like Stephen, the 

outcome of our boldness is not always what we hope for. Not all hearts and minds are changed. We are 

often met with resistance. And we are in the company of the Pastors, Deacons, Saints, Martyrs, and our     

Savior who have gone before us in meeting with that resistance. The hardest part of Stephen’s story for me 

is praying for my enemies the way Stephen does at his death. “Do not hold this sin against them Lord”. May 

this be our own prayer when met with resistance, that we might remember that the work we are called to 

do is still there, the words yet to be spoken are waiting, and the God we serve is with us the way God was 

with Stephen. Be bold. Serve God. Strive to serve the needs of the world.  

Prayer 

God, continue to show us ways to serve you and the needs of this world. Help us to pray for those who we  

encounter who resist your work in the world, and open our eyes to new words and ways we might walk with 

those same people. Amen  

 

Deacon Sara Galyon 
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Mark 13:32-37 

Children Don’t Get Weary Til’ Your Work Is Done A few years ago, I was desperately trying to get to a lecture 

on Howard Thurman’s work at a United Church of Christ in East Atlanta. I got lost, (Siri was lost also) so      

defying a tradition among men in the US, I stopped at a recreation center to actually ask for directions.     

Subsequently, I pulled into a poorly lighted parking area. As I exited the car, a message appeared on the    

console: “Be alert to your surroundings.” Heeding the warning I drove to another parking area. That message 

from my car was perhaps similar to the messages that Jesus had given his followers throughout his ministry 

but in Mark 13: 32-37 the warning is aimed at the end times; while we wait for His return, we must keep 

pressing on with His work; the work of evangelizing, of doing justice of loving our neighbors. Could this      

passage bring hope and encouragement to the oppressed and fearful? Jesus frequently reminded his         

followers to “fear not,” do not be afraid. “Be aware of your surroundings,” keep alert, look for odd behavior 

in the midst of the ordinary. Be vigilant, take notice of what is happening around you and its implications for 

the well-being of the community and creation. Be aware of God’s message to us. And what I say to you, I say 

to all: “Keep awake!’ Be woke! Be ready, stay awake. Jesus is apparently addressing something other than 

physical sleep. Can this parable about being awake also refer to flippant or rebellious attitudes, acting as if 

we have the right to do anything we want, regardless of what God wants or what God says? “I won’t wear a 

mask, or get     vaccinated, even if these actions potentially endanger my life and that of others, after all it’s 

about what I want.” As we wait for Christ’s return, we are called to look for the light, and to show that light 

to others. Looking for the light, we see evidence of the Kingdom breaking through as we “Love the Lord our 

God with all our heart, soul and mind, and as we love the neighbors, care for them and pray with them, as 

we do for ourselves? Could it be that this end-time warning is as much about the challenges and accountabil-

ity for life, the actions and even living our lives as “Luther’s milkmaids and plowboys”, to help keep us ready 

as we  practice and grow in our faith? Don’t get weary til’ your work is done. “What I say to you, I way to 

everyone: Watch!” The African American Spiritual Keep Your Lamps Trimmed and Burning* captures the    

essence of Mark 13: 32-37 in its context of giving encoded encouragement, practical advice, and spiritual   

uplift to fugitive slaves as they entered the Underground Railroad prior to 1865. To listen, control-click Keep 

Your Lamps - YouTube to go onto the internet. *Keep Your Lamps is a traditional Spiritual arranged and     

conducted by Dr. Andre Thomas performed by the South Carolina All State Chorus 1994. 

Prayer 

Holy Trinity, one God, through un-numbered years you remain our hope. You sent your Son to teach us to love 

one another; you have told us what is good: doing justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with you. 

Thank you for your grace and for opening our eyes, ears, and hearts so that we may be lifted above unbelief, 

rebellion, and tribalism and able to see and appreciate your light. In Jesus' name we pray. Amen,  

 

Pastor Everett Flanigan 
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John 8:12-19 

Jesus said “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light 

of life”. (John 8:12) It sure seems on some days and seasons, (years perhaps?) that we walk in darkness. One 

experience years ago, helps me with this. My Girl Scout troop camped in a state park in the middle of no-

where. It got quite dark at night. We stayed in a very rustic cabin without a bathroom. We had to hike up and 

down a steep hill to get to and from the bathroom. In the middle of the night, two girls had to go. Thankfully, 

I had a big, trusted flashlight and we were able to navigate the steep hill full of roots, rocks, uneven terrain 

and other obstacles. The light shining in that deep darkness helped us make it on that challenging but        

necessary hike. In the beginning of the gospel of John, Jesus coming into the world is described as “The light 

that shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” There is most definitely darkness in the 

world but we need not get overcome by it. We have a trusted and powerful light in Jesus. We all go through 

those moments when it may seem as if we are in the middle of nowhere in deep darkness, climbing a steep 

hill, lots of obstacles on our path. May we remember to turn to Christ who is always able to bring the light of 

life to any darkness. May we walk alongside others stumbling their way through the darkness and shine the 

light of God’s love and life.  

Prayer 

Loving God, we praise you for bringing Jesus into the world to shine light into our darkness. As this year ends, 

we give thanks for the ways you have been at work to freely give the life-giving light of your grace and mercy. 

Help us to receive that fully and share that light, life and love in a world that really needs it. In the name of 

Jesus we pray, Amen.  

 

Pastor Bonnie Lanyi 
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Galatians 4:4-7  

There is perhaps no day on our calendar that focuses more on “time” than New Year’s Day. It is the day on 

which we can look back at a year that has been totally completed, and we stand at the beginning of the 

next—all three hundred and sixty five days of possibility. Chances are many of us will make promises,         

resolutions, or start new habits (that may or may not “take”) to improve our life or the lives of others. I think 

those promises and resolutions might be good examples of what the writer of Galatians referred to as being 

“born under the law.” Galatians 4:4 tells us the event that we just celebrated eight days ago--the birth of  

Jesus—was the marking of the fullness of time, and the event of the birth of God’s son redeemed all of us 

under the law (redeeming all those broken promises and unkept resolutions). All time—our past and our  

present and our future—are redeemed by what God has done in the life, death, resurrection and ascension 

of Jesus. So let us live in the gift and moment of this day and remember that in Christ it is not just years that 

are made new, but all things.  

Prayer 

Abba! Father, you sent your son to redeem us and make us your children. As we look ahead to the gift of a 

brand new year, help us remember our failings will not make you love us less, and our successes will not 

make you love us more, because you have adopted us and see us through Christ Jesus, your son, who lives 

and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen  

 

Pastor Matt Steinhauer 
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John 1:[1-9] 10-18 

God with us “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” John 1:5 As a young 

child, I was always scared of being left alone in the darkness. When the lights went out at night I would sit in 

the middle of my bed and scream until someone came over or brought some source of light. I was scared 

and terrified, not quite sure what was going to happen. Today, I still don’t like darkness, but I can handle it 

much better than when I was a little girl. Today not matter how much we light up our homes or how much 

sunshine there is, sometimes we are met with a darkness that leaves us shattered and broken, lost and 

hopeless. Our days are filled with gloom and our homes lifeless. It reminds me of those times during my 

childhood when the lights went out and I felt lost and hopeless. With that darkness encroaching on our lives 

more with everyday challenges, what difference does Jesus make.? The gospel of John 1:5 reminds us that, 

“The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. Jesus is the light! Jesus Christ came 

to bring the light of God’s life into a spiritually dark and dying world. A light that illuminates the dark and 

void that we encounter in our everyday struggles. A light that shines in the darkness, giving us hope and     

reminding us that God is with us. In your struggles and brokenness, remember that God is with you and His 

light continues to shine. Therefore, when we trust God and give it up to Him, His light illuminates our life, 

overcoming every darkness. Let the Holy Spirit lead you to share with others in God’s light.  

Prayer 

Almighty God, you have filled all the earth with the light of your incarnate Word. By your grace empower us 

to reflect your light in all that we do, through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, who lives and reigns with you 

and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen  

 

Pr Nayahaley Labor 
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Luke 8:16-18 

“Pay attention to how you listen; for …” I can imagine a teacher saying these words to his or her students: 

“Pay attention to how you listen… because there will be a test.” Students listen to their teacher in order to 

learn; in order to become more informed; in order to learn how to think critically about a particular subject. 

But what subject matter is Jesus teaching us? Commentators compare Jesus’ parable about lighting a lamp 

and then putting it on a lampstand (rather than in a jar or under a bed!) to his parable about the sower who 

intends to sow in the good soil. Both the sowing and lighting are done in order to have a good result: either 

to receive a good harvest or to provide light to a room. The purpose of both is to effect change. God’s good 

Word should not be kept secret, for if it is, its effectiveness will be blunted. “Pay attention to how you        

listen.” We can choose how to respond to God’s Word. As hearers, we have the responsibility for keeping 

ourselves open to God’s intent for us as light-bearers, seed-sowers, truth-speakers. Unlike seed in good soil 

or a lighted lamp, we have some control to how we will respond to God’s Word. As hearers, we have a re-

sponsibility for understanding, keeping our selves open, and making a decisive response to God’s Word.    

Jesus’ desire is for God’s Word to grow in our lives. Pay attention to how you listen. God is speaking to you.  

Prayer 

Speak to me, Lord Christ. Open my ears to your word; open my heart to your truth; open my eyes to the light 

you shine on my path, and give me the heart to grow in your Word. Send me to those who need a word of 

hope. Give me the words to speak truth and the courage to act for justice for your beloved children in need. 

Amen  

 

Pastor Tom Clark 
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Isaiah 6:1-5 

In our household each of our nativity sets has a story. What’s the story connected to your nativity set? Did 

you make it at VBS? Was it purchased on a trip? Maybe it’s just pretty and complements the décor? Today 

let’s add a layer to the story of your nativity set. First, there’s the story of how you got that particular set: the 

trip, the relative, the design. A second layer is the Christmas story: these characters, their journeys, and how 

the figurines stay just so on the shelf. Today let’s add a third layer, a powerful layer to wake us anew to the 

mighty thing God has done in One who sleeps on the hay. In these Days of Christmas, recall that the God 

whom Isaiah saw - seated on the heavenly throne - has come among us. The One born of the Virgin Mary is 

the One whom the seraphim called “holy, holy, holy.” And it is from the throne to the manger that the Lord 

came flanked not by the host of heaven but the lowly of the land. Who is this One resting in your manger? 

Perhaps with Isaiah you can see: Here in the manger, is the Lord on a throne, high and lofty; and the hem of 

his robe filled the temple. This is the One whom the Seraphs attend. This is the One of whom we cry “Holy, 

holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.” Everything shakes at the voices of those 

who call. Perhaps even the figures in your nativity? As you watch and linger, may you have eyes to see that 

this One’s glory fills the whole earth. And may you have ears to hear the voices that call out: This is the “holy, 

holy, holy” One.  

Prayer 

Prayer for the Day: Eternal God, unrestrained by our lack of understanding and unbound by our limited       

imagination, heaven and earth are filled with your glory. Thank you for looking on us with love and wielding 

your power to save us from our sin. Amen  

 

Pastor Stephen Frederick 
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Jeremiah 31:7-14 

“On the twelfth day of Christmas, my true love gave to me…12 drummers drumming.” Um, no thanks! On 

the twelfth day of Christmas, the last thing this mother and pastor needs is 12 drummers drumming! This 

woman needs some peace and quiet! For weeks, the ladies dancing, the lords-a-leaping and pipers piping 

have filled the house - and bounced off the walls! It’s been feasting and celebrating and worshipping! And 

now…for now, it’s quiet. Is it bad to come to the last day of the Christmas season and breathe a sigh of       

relief? It’s over. And yet, it’s never really over. The gift of Christmas has been given, and yet we still wait. We 

wait for the full and final consolation of God. Many years ago, the prophet Jeremiah reassured a people in 

exile that their God had not forgotten them. In time, Jeremiah said, the God of Israel would gather them up 

and return them home. And when he did, their rejoicing would have no limits - “Then shall the young women 

rejoice in the dance, and the young men and the old shall be merry. I will turn their mourning into joy, I will 

comfort them, and give them gladness for sorrow.” (Jeremiah 31:13).Talk about ladies dancing and lords-a-

leaping! For now, Christmas draws to a close, but as people of faith, we keep waiting. For the gift that has 

come into the world – the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth - Jesus Christ - will return, 

and the celebration will never stop! Nor will we ever want it to, even with all the piping and drumming! 

Thanks be to God! 

Prayer 

On this final day of Christmas, you, O God, my true love, give the gift that lasts forever: the promise and hope 

of eternal life. Help me to keep waiting with patience for that great day of celebration and joy, through Jesus 

Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen  

 

Pastor Julie Ellers-King 
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Matthew 2:1-12 

It seems a little darker in the world today. Most have taken down their lights, most have taken down their 

trees and put away their decorations but for Christians we celebrate the Epiphany, the coming of the Magi to 

find the one who was born to be the Messiah. To have an "epiphany" is to have a revelation about some-

thing. It is that "light bulb" moment when things are revealed. The Magi came to find the one born to be the 

Messiah, the savior of the world and they came to worship him. A star lead them. The world is a little darker 

but the love that was born into the world in the infant Jesus still shines bright in the church that has been 

called to be the body of Christ in this world. Where can we reveal God's love in this world? When we were 

baptized, there was a candle lit as a symbol of what we are called to do with our lives. "Let your light so shine 

before others that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven." Christmas lights may be 

put away but we are called to shine so that through our lives the one born in Bethlehem may be revealed to 

the world.  

Prayer 

Almighty God, with the brightness of a star you revealed your Son who came for the world. Shine through our 

lives that all might know the love you have for your creation. Shine through our lives so that all might know 

your mercy. Shine through our lives so that all might know you. Shine through our lives so that through our 

lives you are glorified. In your holy name we pray. Amen.  

 

Pastor Jill Henning 

 

The Kings visit the newborn 
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