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Pay attention.
Be astonished.
Tell about it.

                 - Mary Oliver



Dear Reader,

We often think of this time before Christmas as part of the 
Christmas Season.  Instead, it is really the penitential season of 
Advent. This can be a time of deep reflection as we prepare to 
celebrate the coming of the Christ, the Incarnate of God.

This year, we meditate on these scriptures with the theme  
Pay Attention.  Be Astonished.  Tell About It., in our minds.  We 
offer this collection of writings to you as a framework for your 
own Advent meditations.  Each reflection is unique, written 
by a diverse group of people from diverse backgrounds.  Each 
meditation is beautiful in its own way.

Please join us in all our opportunities for worship, service, prayer 
and observance.  The full calendar for the season is available 
on our website:  www.santamonicaumc.org/advent; further 
information is also available by calling the church office at 
(310) 393-8258.

May you find these days to be holy and blessed.

Mary Crawford
First United Methodist Church of Santa Monica  
Spiritual Formation Council



DECEMBER 1 
Matthew 24:36-44

I read today’s scripture on the day of our most extreme Santa Ana 
winds.  We have the tools to forecast what day and time the winds will 
come, but we go to bed at night not knowing if or where the fire will 
appear and spread.  Do you prepare?  Do you assemble your bag and 
leave it by the door in case the fire comes your way in the middle of 
the night?  Did you register for the alerts?  

The people in the time of Noah didn’t have the luxury of our modern 
technology to warn them of the impending flood.  And no technology 
of ours will inform us of the second coming of the Son of Man.  No 
Ring camera on our house door will alert us as it does of the thief in 
the night.  For only the Father knows when the Son of Man will return. 

But we do know of His first coming.  During this season of Advent 
we wait and prepare knowing the Son of Man comes to us as an 
innocent infant on Christmas morning.  We prepare for the second 
coming by living in the present moment and following the teachings 
of Jesus Christ.  We pay attention to the birth of our Savior.  We 
are astonished by His humility and grace.  We tell others about His 
sacrifice.  We live life fully with the confidence that we will be taken up 
on that glorious day! 

Join the angels in heaven now as they sing the good news to the 
shepherds in the fields by night.  Then keep watch and prepare with 
the angels for that day and hour of which only the Father knows. 

– Holly Pitrago



DECEMBER 2 
Isaiah 2:1-5 

A city on the hill, welcoming and dispensing humane justice for all, is a 
hopeful image.  However, the projection, with its associated grandeur, 
could also evoke concerns regarding absolute values that may seem 
arbitrary or elitist.  Some disagree as to what is the perfect entity/
philosophy to dispense wisdom and justice for all.

Easier to fathom is the image of bending swords into plowshares.  
Those swords might have been supplied or commissioned for use by 
a powerful overlord demanding service to protect its position.  While 
some deem them protective, swords are known to result in brutality 
and carnage.  Plowing, I like to imagine, could be under more personal 
control.

Placing one’s energy into efforts, like (metaphorical) soil preparation 
and food production may be exhausting, but the outcome might be a 
harvest that could nurture, not only its operators, but also other folks 
discovered in need...friends, neighbors, strangers.

This season is time for us to lift our eyes to the hilltop.  Imagine a 
system that welcomes all who seek its counsel and wisely affords a 
justice tempered with mercy.  Meanwhile we might try to keep our own 
hands on the plow, remembering to cultivate our personal plots of 
effort, with loving care for the earth and a generous heart, should we 
receive its bounty.

– Kendra Fleagle Gorlitsky



DECEMBER 3 
Psalm 122

One of several “Song of Ascents” in the Psalms, Psalm 122 is a  
familiar song of praise used in many musical works as well as an 
exhortation about the Holy City of Jerusalem.

Clearly the psalmist “paid attention,” “was astonished,” and “told 
about it.”  The writer describes the buildings and people who come 
to this place of pilgrimage.  Some of the comments I’ve read about 
it remind me of descriptions of Muslims going to Mecca, performing 
the rituals such as walking around the Ka’bah.  The pilgrimages of 
all these faithful express reverence that brings them a closer sense of 
connection to the Holy.

During this Advent season, as we commence the activities that 
culminate in Christmas Day, how can we begin our own pilgrimage to 
the Holy?

•  Can we Pay Attention – through the hectic days of shopping 
and planning and partying?  Do we get wrapped up in the 
details and forget the reason?
•  Is there room for Astonishment?  Perhaps at the prices and 
intricacy of gifts, decorations, etc., but what of Astonishment 
at the opportunities to give?
• Tell about it?  The ‘It’ being the birth of the Christ Child and 
the wonder of the Salvation he brings?

Prayer: As we go through these days of anticipation and wonder, help us, 
Lord, look for the ways we can follow the Holy.

– Bee Campbell



DECEMBER 4 
Romans 13:11-14 

We are bombarded by information so quickly now.  TV and radio 
announce “breaking news.”  A news app on our phone gives us 
“alerts.”  Emails are sent and text messages are brought to our 
attention instantly.  At times I am overloaded with information to 
point where I can’t make sense of it all.

This is when I take a moment and breathe.

“Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provisions for the flesh, 
to gratify its desires.”  Romans 13.14

I used to work through my lunch.  I felt I needed to use this time to be 
more productive.  Then I found I made poor decisions because I could 
not process all of the information coming at me.

Now I have made a habit of playing Spider Solitaire on my lunch break 
at work.  I am entertained and challenged.  It allows me to disconnect 
from the day and center myself.

“Let us live honorably as in the day,” Romans 13.13

One of the filters I use in life, when making decisions, is can I stand 
before my friend, my boss, or myself in a mirror and say I made a good 
decision.  If I can say yes, then I have made a good decision.

I must take the time to breathe, reflect, center myself and even pray. 
I want to make good decisions. I want to prepare myself for the time 
when Jesus will be returning.

Dear Lord, help me to remember to breathe. Help me to center myself. 
Help me to prepare for the imminent salvation that is your son, Jesus Christ. 
Amen.

– Andy Goebel



DECEMBER 5 
Isaiah 40:3-5

I have always found beauty in the mountains.  Spending many years 
in Montana will do that to you.  They are impressive, majestic and 
can also be guiding.  Yet, to anyone who has needed to get over a 
mountain, it is not an easy walk.  Even now when we have roads to 
help us, it’s not something a person could do in just a day at a leisurely 
pace.

So in rereading this passage I take it to be a metaphor for this life we 
are living.  In this life, there will be deserts, times where it may take 
work to get that life-giving water.  Valleys, where we need to carefully 
navigate events where we are left scrapping the bottom.  Mountains – 
those challenges where it takes more than a day to get across them or 
even tunnel through them determinedly.

And in this life, after we’ve made the highway, lifted the valleys, made 
the mountains and hills low, at the end: “[t]hen the glory of the Lord 
shall be revealed.”

Along the way, not only is there merit in still finding the beauty, but I 
believe a necessary part of the adventure.  For in finding the beauty 
and wonder, I think it helps us to stay grounded.  We are able to use 
the Advent theme as we remember to pay attention, to be astonished, 
and to help others along their journey by telling them about it.

– Sarah Rold



DECEMBER 6 
Psalm 130

When you hear the word “deep” or “depths” what comes to mind?  I think 
of the ocean or space, so vast that we can barely fathom how infinite and 
beautiful they are.  I also think of Preschool Chapel and Messy Church 
worship when we sing “Deep and Wide:”

Deep and wide, Deep and wide,
There’s a fountain flowing deep and wide.

This song has hand motions that mimic the words.  After each round of 
singing, you also close your lips and hum instead of singing a word.  Each 
new round, you add another word to just hum in its place.  By the end, your 
mouth is numb and tingly!

While the song is fun and silly, a child (or adult) who sings this song is learning 
that God is always with them.  The actions of the song are ways of embodying 
the “deep” and “wide” of God’s love.  We’re learning that it’s ok to understand 
God through words or in other ways when words aren’t enough.

To read Scripture with our body helps us to pay attention to God in a 
different way.  I invite you to read the Psalm prayerfully one time through. 
The second time, read a few verses at a time, then move your body so to 
match the words.

Verses 1-3:  Kneel or sit with head bowed, take 3 deep breaths
Verses 4-6:  Raise head to look up, take 3 deep breaths
Verse 7:  Sit with hands turned out, take 3 deep breaths
Verse 8:  Stand up, take 3 deep breaths

The Psalms’ rich wisdom give voice to our experiences and feelings, 
connecting us to those who have read these words in their own times and 
places.  May we continue to pay attention, learning the depth of God’s love 
that is available to us when we cry out with our voices, with our bodies and 
with our hearts.

– Tricia Guerrero



DECEMBER 7 
James 5:7-10

In chapter 5, verses 7-10 James is telling early Christians (and us) to do 
three things:
1. Be patient
2. Establish your heart
3. Do not grumble

Just as the farmer is patient taking time to wait for the fruit of the 
earth, so we can be patient taking time to appreciate nature’s beauty 
and bounty, to notice another’s joys and sorrows, and to know God’s 
will for our lives.

Secondly, James tells the early Christians to establish their hearts since 
they thought the Lord was coming soon.  For us today, the coming of 
the Lord IS at hand when we open our hearts and minds in prayer to 
know God’s will for us.

Thirdly, James tells early Christians not to grumble against one 
another.  It is sometimes easier to judge others, find fault or place 
blame rather than finding praise, giving thanks, and placing honor 
and blessing.

I remember once telling a friend that her car was needlessly taking up 
two parking spaces.  Then I found out that she had just come from 
having to put her dog to sleep. Whamo!  I wasn’t patient enough to 
pay attention to her and ask how she was doing.  I was grumbling 
and pre-judging her to be thoughtless.  And yes, I was astonished and 
convicted to reestablish my heart to align with what God would want 
me to do and be.

I close with a quote from Simone Weil, in Gravity and Grace:
 Attention, taken to its highest degree, is the same as prayer.

– Joyce Landsverk



DECEMBER 8 
Matthew 3:1-6

Oftentimes I am a little slow on the uptake.  Had I been among the 
crowds going out to the Jordan River to see this prophet John the 
Baptist, who had come out of the desert with his wild and fiery ways 
and words, what would I have thought?  For that matter, what if I had 
been there when Jesus walked the roads of Judea?  If he had looked 
me right in the eyes and said, “Follow me,” what would I have done?  
Who, me?

I believe that, down through time, humankind has been searching.  
We reach for what is just beyond our grasp.  We protest (we’re 
Protestants after all, right?), knowing what we’re against but perhaps 
not so sure of what we are for.  Some of us have experiences that are 
so searing that faith cannot be refused.  Others of us, well, it may take 
something more, or different.

My beloved Uncle Ted once said if he had had an experience like that 
of Saul on the road to Damascus, that would have settled it for him.  
I suppose that would be true for me as well, and probably almost 
everyone.  I don’t know anyone, though, who has gone through that, 
and you may not, either.

No, I think more of John Wesley, that, unexpectedly, in a time of 
trial for him, he found his heart “strangely warmed.”  Wesley had 
his own path to faith and wholeness, just as each one of us does.  It 
may be through the burst of insight or feeling, it may come after long 
meditation and struggle.  It is our own, each of us, to seek and to find.

– Michael Olsson



DECEMBER 9 
Matthew 3:7-12

A Questioning Letter to John the Baptist

Oh, John, how you jolted our world and sparked terror!
You burst from the wilds like Elijah reborn,
wearing camel’s hair clothes and living on locusts,
shouting God’s wrath and the imminent death
of myriad mortals in unquenchable fire.

You lambasted, as vipers doomed to the flames,
children of Abraham who claimed to be righteous
based on their lineage and adherence to rules.
Did you not know the priests said that sufficed?
Yet you bellowed at us, choose repentance or die!

How could we have known that one you would baptize
would be the Messiah we’d awaited so long?
As the years of his absence had turned into eons,
we’d not sought his will while the priests made our rules.
But you scorned those same rules, demanding instead goodness!

Why, John, did you rant so, when Jesus would not?
Could not the way for the message he brought
have been prepared gently, as Jesus’ would do?
How strange your chastisements seem, since you believed
the new way would be goodness, and, better yet, love.

Perhaps, John, you bore well the lot that befell you,
struggling to force us to give up old ways,
and readying us to embrace the Messiah.
You dealt with us harshly, but no one could know
Jesus’ grace would land gently, on the wings of a dove.

– Laura Kinney Farrand



DECEMBER 10 
Isaiah 11:1-5

When Mary sent this scripture verse to me, I thought, Old Testament - 
I’m in trouble!

Then I read it.  My first reaction was not the conventional interpretation 
- the destruction of Assyria, followed by the coming of the Messiah.

Instead, I saw the stump as a metaphor of our individual physical 
death and the shoot growing out of the stump as the promise of a new 
and everlasting life.

No doubt I lean towards this interpretation because my work here 
often involves conversations about end of life issues as well as being 
present with folks as they make their final journey.

It can be a very sacred time.

What makes it sacred is knowing that death is our transition to 
another existence where we’re free from the limitations of our 
physical self.  And just like the shoot growing out of the stump, it’s the 
beginning of a new life.  A life surrounded by the profound greatness 
of God’s unconditional love.

I think when we truly commit to believing in an everlasting life, filled 
with God’s love, we’re given the opportunity to live a more meaningful 
life here - one that’s filled with purpose.

Living with a sense of purpose...what a great Christmas gift!

–Anne Premer



DECEMBER 11 
Isaiah 11:6-9

When our neighbors moved away a few years ago, they asked if we would 
take over the job of feeding Bolshi, the stray cat who roams our block. Bolshi 
(short for “bolshevik”) is a dark, medium sized tortoiseshell type of cat, a 
useful bulwark against any rats drifting over from the restaurants on Main 
Street, but not exactly people friendly.  We have three dogs, so what was one 
more mouth to feed?  We agreed to feed the cat.

Bolshi was standoffish.  I didn’t see her for weeks.  We would leave a dish 
of food next to the house at night and it would be empty in the morning. 
Maybe Bolshi, maybe rats.  But after a month or two, the great warrior 
herself appeared, sitting on the side wall waiting for supper.

Within weeks, Bolshi was curling against our shins and allowing us to 
scratch her behind the ears when we came out with the food.  We moved 
her dish to just outside the front door and she started showing at all hours. 
We were often startled to see her staring in at us with her natural expression 
of feline menace.  My wife began posting pictures of Bolshi to Instagram 
under the hashtag “murdercat.”

These appearances drove the dogs bananas.  They barked and raged, 
hurling themselves against the glass trying to get at the intruder just out of 
reach.  Every day, so much sound and fury.  Bolshi was unmoved.

As winter approached, we began a campaign to get her inside.  We 
tempted her with food and a brush – she loves being brushed – but 
she would not come inside.  Only when our dog Blue, trembling with 
excitement, but too curious to bark, came to the threshold, did Bolshi take 
two steps inside to touch noses.  She still won’t move in, but they are good 
friends now.

Bolshi’s food dish has brought us face to face with many surprising 
neighbors: raccoons, possums, Bolshi’s boyfriend (kind of a bum, but the 
heart wants what it wants).  But I did not expect to be so moved by her 
encounter with Blue.  If this is a glimpse of the world we are striving for, I 
can’t wait to get there.

– Sam Johnson



DECEMBER 12 
Luke 3:15-18

We have read this passage since we were first in Sunday School 
learning about the events that lead up to Jesus birth.  Then, as now, 
to make an impression with a crowd, the messenger needed to stand 
out – he needed to hook his audience and draw them in.  And boy did 
John do that in spades!

Many wondered whether John was the Messiah so long prophesized. 
Uh, don't think so.  I'm not fit to untie his sandals.  Quite a put-down 
of one's own self-worth.  Who could possibly make one say that?  The 
coming savior will baptize with Holy Spirit and fire?  That's amazing! 
Who could this be?  I want to know more- I'm intrigued.

And then this statement – if you don't measure up you will burn with 
an unquenchable fire.  Disturbing?  Yes.  New imagery?  For sure. 
Prick your interest to learn more?  Without a doubt.  John the Baptist 
was the first Hollywood press agent and without the 10% commission.

But effective.  He heralded a movement that is now more than 2000 
years old and encompasses a significant percentage of the world's 
population.  That doesn't happen unless the story is both special and 
has legs.  John's message continues to resonate and will do so into 
time immemorial.  Because there is no better message ever given. 
We listen, we are amazed, we want to spread the message to others. 
Merry Christmas and glad tidings to all.

– Michael Lamb     



DECEMBER 13 
Romans 15:4-13

When times get tough and resources are dwindling, we as humans 
find it difficult to share.  At the core of our existence is the need to 
persevere and ensure that we, our families and our future genera-
tions, pass our bloodline down to our descendants.  A fear of scarcity, 
deeply imprinted on our evolutionary psyches, seems logical—after 
all, in this harsh and cruel world, if we don’t look after ourselves and 
our own, can we really expect others to do so for us?

When we start down this path, it becomes difficult to reverse.  Fear 
is insidious in that way.  Even as conditions improve and we begin to 
enjoy the fruits of abundance, the fear it could be taken away always 
lurks in the background.  Even when we have enough for ourselves 
and our families, we still sneak a little extra for a rainy day—even if it 
means that others may not have enough—because we want to make 
sure that we won’t suffer if resources once again dry up.

In this passage, Paul speaks not about sharing earthly things, but 
about sharing God.  For while God made a promise to the Jews, it is 
through His mercy that the Gentiles can find salvation as well.  Just as 
Jesus has accepted Jews and Gentiles equally, we should accept one 
another and glorify God and Christ “with one mind and one voice.”

Paul’s message is that the gift of enduring salvation from God is 
not meant for any single person or group, but that it is to be shared 
among all who follow the teachings of the Scriptures and the hope 
that is shared in them.  We should not fear that others are more 
deserving or think that others should get less because God’s love is 
abundant enough that we can all share equally.  We must always be 
aware that He is not our God, but the God for all people, and that 
salvation in Jesus Christ is to be shared by all who believe in the hope 
provided by the power of the Holy Spirit.

– Ben Ing



DECEMBER 14 
Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19

There is an old tradition in German-speaking Catholic churches to 
offer daily masses to honor the Virgin Mary during these days of 
Advent.  They are votive masses, known by their Latin name:  Rorate 
caeli, the first words of the prayer from the prophet Isaiah.

Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant justum.  Aperiatur terra, et germinet 
Salvatorem.
Rain down your dew, you heavens, 
and you clouds, rain down the just one.  
Earth be opened and give birth to your Savior.

Celebrated before dawn in the early morning darkness, the mass is 
illumined by candlelight.

Might not that ancient beautiful setting for prayer invite us now 
to pay attention, the soft light in the darkness making a home for 
our hearts?  The peace-filled glow of warm candlelight creating a 
cradling place for this new birth?

This is the birth of God’s love and justice, delivering those in need, 
promising the well-being of all.  This is the persistent rain-shower of 
God’s gracious bounty that brings life from the earth itself for as long 
as the sun shines and the moon lasts.  Are we not relieved, astonished, 
delighted at such a gift, at such a God, at such a Savior?  

Pay attention.  Be astonished. Tell about it.  

Light a candle in the darkness. Tell your own heart to remember.  Tell 
your own soul to be at peace.  Tell everyone who will listen that God is 
still and always doing so much more than meets the eye.  

– Patricia Farris



DECEMBER 15 
Matthew 11:2-11

It seems to me that I spend an inordinate time each day just waiting: 
for red lights, grocery shopping, doctors, etc.  At those times, I feel 
that I’m trapped in the Samuel Beckett play “Waiting for Godot” in 
which two men are doing just that and Godot never comes.   Finally, 
they leave the stage and the play is over.

Advent reminds us that God has shown up in Jesus’ coming. But it also 
calls to mind how much of what we hope for in the Kingdom of God 
is still unrealized.  We are left waiting for a fuller measure of peace, 
compassion, and justice in so much of life.  When will Jesus’ vision for 
humanity become more than a vision?

John the Baptist understood himself to be the forerunner of Jesus and 
His kingdom.  But after a while he began to despair whether Jesus was 
really getting on with the job.  Where was the hard evidence of a new 
kingdom coming to life?  He sends his disciples to pointedly confront 
Jesus about this.

And in effect, Jesus tells them, pay attention to the evidence!  The 
blind are given sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf 
hear, and the poor get good news.  Jesus’ kingdom has been launched, 
and in God’s good time it will bear fruit.  Perhaps not in line with our 
particular ideas or timetables, but as God wills.

For those of us who wait longingly at Advent, that is our hope.  God is 
working God’s purpose out—and we are privileged to have a part 
in that!

– Larry and Jean Young



DECEMBER 16 
Luke 1:47-55

In this passage, Mary praises God for his treatment of her, but 
then extends her praise to how God has treated all children of God 
throughout all time.  Understanding what God is doing, Mary’s mood 
is joyful.  She has paid attention to the gifts and blessings of God.  She 
speaks for us all, the people of God, throughout time.  God is worthy of 
praise for what he will do in taking care of God’s own.  Understanding 
God's blessing moves the believer to joy and appreciation, since the 
Almighty cares personally for us and acts on our behalf.  She serves 
up examples that blessing are given throughout.  Blessings are for not 
only the rich, but the poor.  Blessings are not only for rulers, but also 
the humble.  People throughout time have been astonished over the 
fact that God bestows blessings for all.

Mary serves as an example for us all.  She is an example of the 
humble, faithful disciple.  That a woman provides such an example 
is significant, since first-century culture often relegated women to a 
secondary status.  It is astonishing to the readers of these words, at the 
time, that she has, as all servants, equality in the eyes of God.  Further, 
Mary is announcing these blessings to all who read her words.

In this time of Advent, we too, should pay attention to the blessings 
that are bestowed upon us.  We should be astonished that God plans 
blessing for every aspect of our lives.  And, when it happens, we 
recognize these blessings by telling all that God cares for and loves us, 
God’s children.

Prayer:
Dear Heavenly Father, we recognize your endless blessings, we are amazed 
of your knowledge what we need, and we rejoice to all of your love for us.  
Amen.

– Ron Theile



DECEMBER 17 
Isaiah 35:1-4

The word “redemption” brings to mind the bonus-with-purchase 
trading stamps doled out by mid-century retailers.  Consumers 
presented filled stamp booklets to a “redemption center” where they 
exchanged them for merchandise.  Anticipation mounted as one 
garnered enough stamps to swap for a hair dryer, transistor radio, 
or percolator.  Collecting the stamps and pasting them into booklets 
was the journey.  Redemption was the destination. 

The Prophet foretells a different kind of redemption:  the restoration 
of Zion after years of Jewish exile in Babylon.  Imagine the swell of 
anticipation in the breasts of the exiled as they dreamed of returning 
home to a land where nature itself would rejoice at their homecoming! 
The Prophet told of future freedom, but his words of encouragement 
and reassurance of God’s presence in the here and now strengthened 
God’s people amidst the woes of exile and for the journey home. 

God was with Mary at the unexpected visit from the angel with 
astonishing news.  God was with Mary as she anticipated the birth 
of the Christ Child.  God was with Mary as her son was born in the 
humble environs of a stable.  God was with Mary on the fearful 
flight into Egypt to escape King Herod.  God was with Mary as she 
nurtured, and loved, and mothered the Son of Man.  God is no less 
with us.

Advent heralds God’s presence in the world – Emmanuel – “God 
among us,” a priceless redemption that no number of stamp-filled 
booklets can buy. 

– Linda Diane Anderson



DECEMBER 18 
Isaiah 35:5-7

Advent is an “in-between” time.  It invites us to recognize all that is 
lacking in our world and within us, and to await the day when the 
Christ will come and set it right.  It invites us to recognize all the 
good that surrounds us in our Christ-life here and now.  But when we 
get mired down in all the troubles of the world, it can be difficult to 
remember and to name the good that is and the good that is coming.

That’s why I’m so grateful to the prophets, who with God-given 
imagining envision and proclaim the wild wonder of God’s ultimate 
restoration and renewal of all things.  They are the best there is at 
paying attention, being astonished, and telling about it!

Isaiah proclaims this vision of health and wellbeing for all creation, a 
time when all people–no matter what senses and abilities they may 
possess–are able to live fully and abundantly, when even the desolate 
“haunts of jackals” will be overflowing with abundant, life-giving 
spirit-waters. Isaiah’s vision, even without much of the Christmasy 
language that we so love to hear this time of year, is overflowing with 
the hope of this season.

So, what are we to do with this hope?  Pay attention.  Let your eyes 
be opened and your ears be unstopped.  Observe this thing that God 
is doing, even now, even here.  Be astonished, allow what you see to 
fill you like water fills the dry, cracked ground of the wilderness.  Tell 
about it.  Let your idle feet be moved to carry you into the world to 
those who need this hope of Christmas-coming, and let your once-
silent lips be filled with the good news of the kingdom of God.

– Nathan Oney



DECEMBER 19 
Isaiah 35:8-10

If you live in or spend enough time in Los Angeles, you probably 
understand that being on the road is a part of your life.  Whether 
you’re going 5 miles or 50 miles, in this city you know that the highways 
can be a place that at times can be challenging, adventurous, chaotic, 
and on few occasions, peaceful–at a certain time, on the right day. 

I myself travel 50 miles up and down the Pacific Coast Highway 
(PCH) each day to get to work.  It’s a beautiful drive.  There is the 
gorgeous Pacific Ocean on one side and the majestic Santa Monica 
Mountains on the other.  Some might say it is “heavenly.” 

Sometimes I have to take the HWY 405 that, to say the least, is a 
much less enjoyable drive.  Similar to our Scripture from Isaiah today, 
a highway can be a place with a variety of good and not so good 
experiences.  The Scripture today doesn’t take place on PCH, but it 
does offer us the image of a highway, a “holy highway.”  Isaiah says 
this holy highway is filled with joy and gladness as contrasted to other 
highways that include “ravenous beasts.”

The highways in our life may lead us in different directions or we may 
come across our own “ravenous beasts.”  Sometimes the highways in 
our life are a peaceful and calming PCH drive and at other times they 
are a busy and chaotic HWY 405 lane. 

God’s holy highway is a reminder that no matter which highway we 
find ourselves on during a particular day or moment, God’s holy 
highway is a way that we can return to at any moment, at any time. 
We can take a breath and invite God’s presence and peace to be with 
us in the traffic of life.  It's a highway that guides us into the love and 
grace of God and which leads to “everlasting joy.” 

– Adam Guerrero



DECEMBER 20 
Psalm 146:1-10 

   Recurring Theme:  Trust

Verses 1 through 4:  The vanity of trusting men.
Verses 5 through 10:  The wisdom of trusting God.

Attention paid.  The book study title and author from November 
2017.  The Sin of Certainty:  Why God Desires Our Trust More Than Our 
“Correct” Beliefs, by Peter Enns.

Astonished.  The ease of writing this piece on a recurring, and 
personal favorite, theme.  Having remembered trust as a book study 
theme, just had to find the book title, the month and year.

Tell about it.  For Advent 2019, telling through writing.

Prayer for Christmas Dinner:  Today, Christmas Day, may we be filled with 
the love through grace that Christ brings, and may we be sustained by this 
grace and by this food.  Amen.

– Art Dodd, Jr.



DECEMBER 21 
Romans 1:1-7

              Who Am I?

At the time of Paul, it was proper letter format to start with a self-
introduction—who the writer is.  Paul does exactly this in this passage 
from Romans.  This introduction is more lengthy than for most letters 
since the congregation in Rome did not know him, although they may 
have heard of him.

But take a second look at this passage.  Paul doesn’t start with “Paul, 
a tentmaker with a thorough education in the Scriptures…”  Instead, 
he introduces himself solely in terms of his calling in Christ Jesus.  

So…

Who Am I in terms of my calling in Christ?
                    For that matter, what is my calling?
                                Am I faithful to it?

I don’t know exactly how I would write a statement like Paul’s.  But I 
am reminded of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s poem “Who Am I” (Wer bin 
Ich?)  His last two lines read:

 Who am I?  It mocks me, this lonely probing of mine.
 Whoever I am, thou knowest me; O God, I am thine!*

Perhaps, that is where I should start.    

– Mary Crawford

*Trans.: Augsburg Fortress, Publishers



DECEMBER 22 
Matthew 1:18-25

Can you imagine being visited by an angel, who calls out your name 
and brings news specifically for you?  Of course in this modern age 
that doesn’t happen.  Perhaps that happened to people a couple of 
millennia ago, but not nowadays. 

Or does it?  Is God speaking to you?  Directly, or through others? Are 
you listening, watching?

Paul Smith is an associate pastor at his church on the east coast, and 
in that role he sometimes sits with people on their deathbeds.  He 
related one incident, with a man who was angry at God for perceived 
slights, and in God’s apparent absence he wanted to argue with Paul. 
Paul told me that Reverend Shelby had told him long ago that his job 
was to listen, and so he told the man "I am just here to listen."  The 
man tried to argue, but eventually understood that Paul wasn’t going 
to argue with him.  Eventually he started talking more, and eventually 
brought up that Jesus had visited him the previous night.  Jesus said 
some very specific things to him, relevant to his situation, and while he 
didn’t fully understand, he knew that greater things awaited.

Jesus was sent to Earth to give us information that could change 
our lives.  God still speaks to us, although not always in the way we 
expect.  It is up to each of us to listen for it, to share what we hear, and 
to act upon it. 

– Dan Stirling



DECEMBER 23 
Isaiah 7:10-16

Although Ahaz ultimately chose NOT to put God to the test and ask 
for a sign, the Lord chose to give one anyway.  And boy was it a sign! 
A virgin woman would become pregnant and give birth to a boy, the 
son of God, Immanuel!  We’re not told what Ahaz thought when he 
heard this prophecy from Isaiah, but I can only imagine Ahaz was 
astonished!

Most of the signs, or God Winks, as I’ve come to call them after 
hearing my Aunt refer to them as such, I feel I have witnessed from 
God have been small.  You most certainly have to pay attention to 
notice them in this bustling day and age.  It could be a kind word 
or gesture from a stranger; seeing something that brings a little 
smile to your face while on a walk; a small act one could write off as 
coincidence, but it surely is God saying, “I am with you, always.”
 
Big or small, God has sent us some amazing signs throughout 
humanity’s existence, including the conception and resurrection of his 
Son, Jesus Christ.  With only two days left before Christmas is upon 
us, let us to continue to pay attention to the world around us.  God is 
always with us, sending us signs, or having us be the sign for someone 
else.  Don’t lose sight of His presence, don’t forget the true reason 
for the season.  God sent his one and only Son, in human form, to 
live among us, teach us how to love, and to one day save us from our 
earthly sins.  Be grateful, be mindful, be astonished by what God has 
done for us.  But most importantly, don’t hold back sharing this love 
from God with the whole world.  Tell about it!  Show it!  Live it!  Today, 
and always.

Heavenly Father, thank you for Christmas.  Thank you for Christ.  Thank 
you for the lives you have gifted us.  Help us to pay attention to the signs you 
send us, to be astonished, and to tell the world about it.  Amen.

– Whitney Hagan



DECEMBER 24
Psalm 80:1-7,17-19

Psalm 80, the historic plea for Israel’s restoration, speaks volumes 
to us today on the eve of the day we celebrate as the birth day of our 
Savior, Jesus Christ.  Written by Asaph, one of the three musicians 
David had appointed to direct the worship songs, this Psalmist cries 
out for the rebuilding of Israel.  Since King Solomon’s death, Israel 
had been divided into two nations with the ten northern tribes as 
Israel and the two southern tribes of Judah and Benjamin being 
known as Judah.  But in 722 B.C. following a revolt in Israel, the 
victorious Assyrians controlled the territory and populated it with 
Assyrians.  At the time of the writing of this Psalm, Israel as a nation 
and as a people no longer existed.  This passionate plea by Asaph to 
the “Shepherd of Israel” (v.1a) sets the tone of the poem and reminds 
the reader that all help comes from God. 
 
As God’s children, we today are still struggling with invasion, but the 
invasions in our lives may be less obvious than an army physically 
controlling Santa Monica.  Our “invasions” are more subtle but 
no less dangerous.  What is invading your life at this moment?  Is it 
pressures at home or at work?  Is it financial pressure or health issues? 
We all face “invasions” in our well-being, but Psalm 80 directs us 
to the answer: God.  Throughout this Advent season, we have been 
reminded to pay attention, to prepare to be astonished and to tell the 
Good News that God was the Redemption for Israel then as He is now 
for us if we are faithful to call upon Him to “revive us…cause your face 
to shine, and we will be saved” (v.18b and 19b).

Prayer:
Dear God, our Yahweh God of Armies, hear our voices today just as you 
heard the Psalmist’s plea for redemption.  Touch our lives; bring redemption 
on our people and keep us ever close to You.  Amen.

– Bill Buxton



DECEMBER 25
Luke 2:1-20

This Christmas morning, families everywhere will awake to squeals 
and laughter, to the sounds of tearing paper and to the whistling 
of tea kettles on the stove.  Others will wake up in the dark, with no 
gifts; the squeals of laughter replaced by cries of grief.  Perhaps in the 
midst of the cherished celebration or times of grief, it would be easy 
to miss the proclamation of the angels: “to you is born this day in the 
city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.”  Or even quieter 
still, with its first tiniest breath of life and a loud cry: the wild howl of 
audacious hope.

That is the true miracle of Christmas!  Christ is born!  Today is the day 
that Hope has come!  Hope comes to us like the sun rising after the 
longest night.  Hope finds us in our despair, at our darkest hour, in our 
loneliness or grief.  It finds us in the midst of all that is unknown.  Hope 
proclaims, “I am here, you are not alone, and you are ferociously 
loved.”

It didn’t come as expected.  I imagine that Mary’s birth plan wasn’t 
to give birth in a cold, dirty, dark barn with the stench and waste of 
animals and without her midwife, and yet hope came in the form of 
a healthy, new, squishy baby.  Friends, the magic of today isn’t in the 
twinkling lights, gifts, or decadent treats.  The magic is in the miracle 
of hope that was proclaimed to the shepherds, who through fear were 
able to pay attention, be astonished, and tell about it.

The miracle of hope is still proclaimed to us today, and the same 
challenge still faces us.  Are we paying attention to the hope that 
surrounds us?  Do we find ourselves astonished by this hope that has 
come?  Are we willing to tell about this audacious hope?

– Kristia Oney
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